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What in me is dark
Illumine, what is low raise and support;
That to the highth of this great argument
I may assert eternal Providence,
And justify the ways of God to Men.

John Milton
Paradise Lost (1668 ed.), 1.22

Hamlet: What news?

Rosencrantz: None, my lord, but that the world's
grown honest.

Hamlet: Then is doomsday near.

William Shakespeare
Hamlet [237]

But 'tis the talent of our English nation,
Still to be plotting some new reformation.

John Dryden
Prologue at Oxford, 1680




INTRODUCTION

Until about thirty years ago, historians ignored certain
writings of Englishmen like Henry More and Ralph Cudworth, that
are the focus of this paper, because of their unhesitant
declaration that the end of the world was at hand. The other
religious writings of these two seventeenth-century theologians,
especially those works that were intended to inspire greater
piety and better Christian behavior, have attracted many scholars
with enthusiastic interest. However, their treatises on the
Second Coming of Christ and other heralds of the last days of
earth have simply been overlooked. Apparently, no one thought it
necessary, in the endeavor to understand history objectively, to
reconcile the conflicting image of wise men who were also looked

©

upon as crackpots.
Since the mid-eighteenth century, historians have dismissed

these types of works as the products of superstitious people with

. otherwise keen religious principles; they pondered the world

without the benefit of the intellectual enlightenment made
possible by the wonders_of modern science. In recent years,
however, historians have begun to reassess the apocalyptic
writings of the Tudor and Stuart periods in England, and they
have found a vital relationship between the belief that the end
of the world was near and the growth of modern ideas about
government, science, society and the individual. Such curious
beliefs actually helped fuel the development of the modern

outlook. As a consequence of this recent scholarship, a more
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sympathetic approach has been taken to the study of early modern

interpretations of biblical prophecy. Among moderate

seventeenth-century English theologians, the fearful and the
hopeful expectation inherent to their Christian version of

doomsday was one that involved deliverance for the elect and

eternal damnation for all others. Searching to explain the

source of its troubles and looking for answers that held the hope
of better days, the belief of the English in the imminent
institution of a new kingdom of God began to seem like a normal
response for a Christian society that already assumed God's hand
touched every aspect of life.

In the twentieth chapter of the Book of Revelation, St. John
the Divine related Christ's promise to hold Satan captive for one
thousand years, during the period called the millennium. English
Protestants of the seventeenth century believed the advent of the

millennium was imminent. They yearned for that time when good
would triumph over evil and when the chosen people of the world

would stand as one body, united in Christ.

In contrast to this vision of utopia was the reality of
turmoil and strife in England. During the seventeenth century,
the English experienced ﬁhe chaos of a civil war, endihg with the
execution of their monarch, Charles I. Monarchy would be
restored eleven years later in 1660, after the experimental
commonwealth of Oliver Cromwell had failed to create a unified
and godly nation. These events were capped by the Glorious

Revolution of 1688, the dethronement and exile of James II, and
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the birth of modern constitutional monarchy in England.

Most English statesmen and clergymen believed that the
solution to the problems of their age lay in religious unanimity
and obedience to God's design. The intent of the Protestant
Reformation had been to purify the Church and reunite the people
with a truly reformed Christian faith. Yet discord was prevalent
among and within the Protestant nations. In England, religious
reformers debated every imadinable point of worship and doctrine
without reaching agreement. Especially after 1650, sects began
to form and break away from the Church of England, and atheism
seemed to be on the rise.

The need for Protestant unity was all the more urgent
because of the perceived threat of the Roman Catholic Church. A
conviction had developed among the English that the Pope, his
clergy and the rulers of Catholic countries intended to destroy
English Protestantism and reconvert the nation's people Xo
Catholicism. For many millenarians, contention among Protestants
was preventing the advent 6f the millennium, a period that
symbolized to these Protestants a victory in the struggle between
the reformed faith and Roman Catheolicism.

Moderate Protestant theologians like the Cambridge
Platonists, a small circle of divines based at Cambridge
University from 1633 to 1688, that included Ralph Cudworth and
Henry More, were one group that urgently advocated the need for
unity to battle the Roman Catholic foe. They differed from the

mainstream of religious thought, however, in their promotion of
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religious toleration, in their stance against religious
dogmatism, and in their emphasis on morals rather than salvation
as solutions to the issue of disunity.

But the Cambridge Platonists were not alone in espousing
toleration and stressing morality. They were part of a clearly
identifiable, though not organized, effort to establish their
brand of reformation in England. Nor were the Cambridge
Platonists trailblazers who wanted to turn the world upside down.
They worked for improvement within the traditional framework of
society while accommodating the forces of change.

These men lived during an exciting period in the history of
ideas. In seventeenth-century England, the foundations of modern
scientific and political theory were laid. New and revolutionary
notions of the relationship between humankind and its environment
and about the liberties and rights of individuals would
significantly alter the outlook of leaders and thinkers by the
end of the century, making possible the shape of western
civilization today.

The Cambridge Platonists were not against the new ideas
emerging around them. The new scientific thought, for instance,
they saw as perfectly compatible with faith. New science, touted
as the means to improve the physical lot of humankind, was in
harmony with the quest of men like the Cambridge Platonists to
improve the moral and spiritual condition of society. Any
advancement of Christian society was compatible with their vision

of utopia in the impending millennium. Indeed the blend of new
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scientific thought and religious faith was reflected in the life
of one of their colleagues, Isaac Newton. Once Newton had
fathered modern science, he attempted to apply his new principles
to the interpretation of the prophecies of the Bible.

Despite an open attitude toward new ways of looking at the
world and society, the Cambridge Platonists essentially desired
to maintain conventional values--a godly Christian society
unified by one Church. However, their advocacy of religious
toleration, supported by their acceptance of new scientific
thought, had unexpected consequences. For instance, their
promotion of toleration in all likelihood assisted the widespread
acceptance of the variety of toleration later popularized by John
Locke. By the time Locke was expressing his views on the matter,
the cambridge Platonists had already spent close to five decades
educating the future leaders of the nation and influencing their
systems of value. But unlike the Cambridge Platonists, Locke
encouraged religious toleration outside the bounds of the Church
of England. Locke's viewpoint stemmed from a philosophy of
knowledge, developed along the lines of new scientific
principles, that would open a gap between religion and science,
elevate reason over faith, and call for the separation of church
and state. Rather than preserving, uniting, and enhancing a
reformed and pious Christian society, in their support of a
concept of toleration, which they justified by the scientific
approach, the Cambridge Platonists were perhaps inadvertently

instrumental in encouraging greater secularization and in
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fostering a strict separation of spiritual and temporal matters.

Men like the Cambridge Platonists, John Locke and Isaac
Newton, along with numerous church and state leaders of the later
seventeenth century, have been called latitudinarians for their
shared outlook of how to transform society for the better and how
to settle successfully the issues of the age. Basically,
latitudinarians espoused religious toleration and promoted
science. At first, the latitudinarians were opposed by those who
were trying to resist the growth of science and individual choice
in religion, but in the end latitudinarian thought was embraced
as the sensible solution to rebind the people of England. The
Cambridge Platonists have been credited as the first to be called
"latitude men," and most of the later latitudinarians either were
educated at Cambridge or were acquainted with the Cambridge
Platonists and their writings.

The ideas of the latitudinarians were complemented by their
millenarianism, a key facet of the latitudinarian point of view.
This paper demonstrates that the millenarianism of the Cambridge
Platonists was a primary stimulus to the acceptance of religious
toleration. Millenarianism also incidentally offered support to
the rise of science, because the new approach of science was
expressed as an important means to advance the human condition
toward that future state of perfection envisioned in the Kingdom
of Christ.

This paper features the apocalyptic writings of two of the

cambridge Platonists, Ralph Cudworth and Henry More, and explores
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I. PLATONISM, MORALITY AND THE MILLENNIUM

The Cambridge Platonists shared a rational Christianity with
roots in the Neo-Platonic movement of the Renaissance. Although
the tenets of Christianity remained central to their approach,
and they were greatly influenced by other philosophies,
especially that of Descartes, the cambridge group were regarded
as Platonists by their contemporaries. John Locke, for example, -
called them Platonists.® These men drew upon the more spiritual
aspects of Neo-Platonism, those that supported their outlook on
religion. They read Plato, but were influenced more by the Neo-
Platonist Plotinus?® (c. 205-270), whbse writings had considerable
effect upon many medieval theologians and mystics as well as upon
such earlier theologians as St. Augustine and Dionysius the
Pseudo-Areopagite. Central to Plotinian thought was the concept
of a path leading to unity of the soul with God.?

The Cambridge Platonists borrowed from Neo-Platonisﬁ three
main concepts: the immutable principles of morality, the belief
in universals, or innate ideas, and the supremacy of reason.

From the viewpoint of the Cambridge Platonists, the immutable

principles of morality were equivalent to the natural laws of

13, A. Passmore, Ralph Cudworth, An Interpretation
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1951), ll; hereafter
cited as Passmore.

2rrederick J. Powicke, The Cambridge Platonists, A Study
(London: J. M. Dent and Sons Ltd., [1926]), 21; hereafter cited
as Powicke.

3F. L. Cross, ed., The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian
Church (London: Oxford University Press, 1958), 1084-1085;
hereafter cited as ODCC.
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God. These were the fundamental laws of ethics, engraved on the
hearts of humans, Christian and pagan alike, by God.* God's
Commandments represented the immﬁtable principles of morality.®
The Commandments set forth His laws, but even without knowledge
of the Bible, conscience served to help people follow the decrees
of God. For the Cambridge Platonists, the immutable principles
of morality reinforced the way of life taught by Christ. The
moral principles were part of the innate ideas, or universal
truths, that God had stamped upon the minds of humans. Innate
ideas were the "forms" taught by Plato that gave man the ability
to conceive of lofty, intangible notions of truth, beauty and
perfection, for example, and also allowed him to know about ideal
shapes, like circles and triangles, even when they did not occur
in nature, visible to the senses. Reason was the faculty granted
by God as the medium to remember or to stimulate the knowledge of
innate ideas and to decipher the truths of God's revelation in
Scripture. Reason was the mediator between this inherent
consciousness of God and the words of His revelation, that
enabled people to live according to the immutable principles of
morality -and thereby be one with God and in accord with His
design for humankind, insofar as mortals could.S

The application of this Platonic philosophy differed among

“Powicke, 23.

®Ralph Cudworth, A Sermon Preached before the Honourable
House of Commons, at Westminster, March 31, 1647 (Cambridge,
1647), 74; hereafter cited as Sermon.

€powicke, 19-23, 29.
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the Cambridge Platonists. The emphasis on reason and its
elevation in regard to faith was the one point at which they most

clearly aligned in opinion. Yet, they did not necessarily adhere
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to identical concepts of reason. For instance, Benjamin
Whichcote, the first of the group to be made a fellow at
Cambridge, employed reason as the key element of his approach to
religion,” but his version of reason was Aristotelian and thus
anti-Platonic. His understanding of reason did not include

innate ideas. Rather the mind of man began as a blank sheet, thg

concept of tabula rasa later popularized by Locke.® - Reason was

the faculty which allowed man rationally and properly to
understand Scripture and "write" its wisdom upon the mind.
Nevertheless, Whichcote was associated with the Cambridge
Platonists because he, like the others, deviated from the
standard Protestant approach that set faith above reason, and .
because he shared with the rest of the group a commitment to
toleration and improved morality. Whichcote read the Platonic
philosophers, and he believed he was favorably influenced by
them,® but he was not a speculative philosopher. Rather, he was

a Gospel-oriented thinker who put emphasis upon the role of

/
I

7Powicke, 50.

eRobert A. Greene and Hugh MacCallum, eds., An Elegant and
Learned Discourse of the Light of Nature by Nathaniel Culverwell
(University of Toronto Press, 1971), xlviil; hereafter cited as
Greene & MacCallum.

°powicke, 57-59.



reason in matters of faith.2°

Six theologians constituted the nucleus of the Cambridge
circle. The true Neo-Platonists of the group included John Smith,
Peter Sterry, Henry More, and Ralph Cudworth.®* The last of its
members, Nathaniel Culverwell, was set apart from the others by
his adherence to the more puritan elements of Calvinism, which
the rest spurned,?2 and as far as his philosophical tendencies
are concerned, Frederick J. Powicke regarded him as an example of
"arrested development."?® Ralph Cudworth was the most well-
versed scholar of the group in Greek thought. While the others
might use Platonic philosophy to support the truths which they
found in the Bible, Cudworth was apt to support his thoughts with
the words of pagans. In contrast, Platonism held a decidedly.
subordinate position to Scripture in John Smith's discourses.
Drawing upon the more abstract lessons of Platonism, Peter Sterry
was the most mystical of the group, although mysticism was a
tradition shared both by Christianity and Neo-Platonism.
Sterry's sermons were filled with the raptures of God's
supernatural embrace more than with His moral lessons. Henry
More, on the other hand, has been called a rational mystic.®®

The inspiration of great spirituality is evident in his writings,

lopassmore, 15.

1iGreene & MacCallum, xlviii.

12powicke, 134,

i3powicke, 50.

tepowicke, 19, 93, 176-177, 50.
4



but his tendency toward mysticism often rendered his words
obscure at best.

Platonism stimulated these men according to their
distinctive characters. The singular point upon which they all
agreed in their approach to religion was the elevation of the
powers of reason to a level equal to the authority of faith.
Reason and faith went hand in hand. For them, reason was the
means to kindle faith, and they called it the candle of the
Lord.*® The idea of revelation illuminated by reason was no new
or uncommon concept. All of Christian theology depended upon the
right use of reason. But in the scholasticism of the Middle
Ages, for instance, once reason had been employed to define
doctrine, it was to be discarded in favor of faith. On the
contrary, the Cambridge group asserted, each person had the
potential to tap this inner spiritual guide and to come to know
God intimately.®® This conviction was complementary to a basic
tenet of the Protestant Reformation: each believer must witness
the words of Christ and not blindly rely upon customary thought
or the explanations of others. The spirit of the Reformation,
More declared, was to see the truth with one's own eyes.*”

The chief motive for the Cambridge Platonists' promotion of

"reason was the culpivation of personal morality. Classic

1sT7he phrase was drawn from Proverbs 20:27. See ODCC, 222.

ispowicke, 24, 31, 23, 38.

17Henry More, Apocalypsis Apocalypseos; Or the Revelation
of St. John unveiled . . . . (London, 1680), 121; hereafter

cited as AA.
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