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I argue that Order and Disorder (1679), Lucy Hutchinson’s biblical epic on 

Genesis, is a meditative poem, while claiming that Hutchinson’s study of Independent 

theologian John Owen’s covenant theology informed her narration of the events in 

Genesis.  I offer a reading of the poem as a whole to show how these claims illuminate 

Hutchinson’s construal of Genesis. 

These claims permit me to engage scholarly literature on three heads.  First, by 

demonstrating that Order and Disorder is a meditative poem, I seek to extend the current 

discussion of seventeenth-century meditative poetry to include poems narrating the 

content of the poet’s meditation alongside poems narrating the process.  Second, by 

showing Order and Disorder’s specific theological background, I challenge accounts 

claiming Lucretian atomism and Republican politics as the poem’s intellectual 

foundation.  Finally, I offer the first extended account of meditation in Owen’s theology. 

Chapter One puts Hutchinson and her work in the historical and critical context, 

while Chapter Two argues that Owen understood meditation as an intellectual duty whose 

final cause is communion with God by understanding biblical revelation, and that 



 
 

Hutchinson assumed a similar view in Order and Disorder.  As she discerned scriptural 

truth through meditation, Hutchinson rejected the Epicurean philosophy she had 

encountered while translating Lucretius. 

In Chapter Three, I argue that Theologoumena Pantodapa, Owen’s major treatise 

on covenant theology, which Hutchinson studied closely, implicitly confronts Thomas 

Hobbes’s contract theory by arguing that communion with God is the highest end of 

humanity. 

Chapters Four—Six show how Hutchinson’s approach to meditation and covenant 

undergird her dilations of Genesis 1—3 in Cantos 1—5.  By contending that people can 

commune with God by meditating on Creation, Providence, and the covenant, 

Hutchinson denies the ontological materialism found in Lucretius. 

Finally, Chapters Seven and Eight argue that Hutchinson uses Cantos 6—20 to 

narrate Genesis 4—31 in terms of an Independent ecclesiology grounded in Owen’s 

covenant theology.  By claiming that the Church is distinguished by acknowledging 

Providence through meditation, Hutchinson contests the definition of the Church in the 

Act of Uniformity.  The Epilogue suggests Owen regarded Hutchinson’s meditative 

project as successful. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

Until recently, Lucy Hutchinson’s biblical epic based on the book of Genesis, 

Order and Disorder, suffered from general neglect in the study of seventeenth-century 

literature, despite its lively engagement with contentious contemporary issues such as 

Lucretian atomism, the political contractualism associated with Thomas Hobbes, and the 

Non-conformist reaction to the Clarendon Code.  The poem’s first five cantos were 

published anonymously in 1679, and for over two centuries were mistakenly attributed to 

Hutchinson’s brother, Sir Allen Apsley.  Meanwhile, the last fifteen cantos remained in 

manuscript.  In 2000, however, Oxford historian David Norbrook successfully identified 

Hutchinson as the author, and in 2001, he published the poem in its entirety for the first 

time.  Since then, there has been a steady stream of articles on Order and Disorder, but 

much about the poem remains unclear.  Given the poem’s biblicist nature, the lack of 

inquiry into Hutchinson’s theological context is surprising; Evan Getz’s unpublished 

dissertation from 2008 remains the only sustained venture into that field.  In this 

dissertation, I contribute to the discussion that Getz began as I investigate the relationship 

between Hutchinson’s devotional practice of meditation and her theological study as both 

relate to Order and Disorder.  The first section of this introduction demonstrates 

Hutchinson’s significance as a seventeenth-century writer by offering a brief biographical 

account describing her as a well-educated woman, a Republican, and a pious 

Independent.  The last two sections of the introduction show the significant contribution 

that this dissertation makes to the current critical discussion of Order and Disorder.  I 
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chart the course that critical investigation has taken thus far with a view to showing the 

need for a study of Hutchinson’s theology.  Finally, I outline my argument to demonstrate 

how this dissertation fills that need by revealing Hutchinson’s profound engagement with 

Genesis through her practice of meditation and the Reformed conception of covenant 

theology.  This dissertation, then, constitutes a significant and original contribution to the 

scholarly literature on Order and Disorder.  More importantly, however, the general lack 

of insight into the poem’s theological contours, despite Hutchinson’s demonstrable 

interest in theology, means that this dissertation addresses one of the literature’s most 

pressing needs. 

 
Hutchinson in Context 

 
Hutchinson was born on 29 January, 1620, in the Tower of London.  Her parents 

were Sir Allen Apsley, Lieutenant of the Tower, and his third wife, Lucy, who was the 

daughter of Sir John St. John.  A precocious learner, Lucy was afforded an extensive 

education that was unusually varied and academic for girls of her time; she excelled in 

subjects such as Latin.  This love of learning brought Lucy together with her husband, 

John Hutchinson of Nottinghamshire, who was studying at Oxford at the time.  When he 

chanced to enter a house where Lucy was staying, he was intrigued enough by her Latin 

books to seek her out.  Although the Apsleys, who were royalists, were displeased that 

their son-in-law was a Republican, the marriage seems to have been happy and rewarding 

for both Lucy and John despite the uncertainties and difficulties resulting from the Civil 

War.  They had 8 children.  At the outbreak of the Civil War, John was appointed to 

defend Nottingham Castle for the Republican cause; he later signed the death warrant of 

Charles I.  However, his Republican beliefs led him to oppose Cromwell’s increasing 
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power, and Hutchinson was consequently marginalized from political life during the 

Protectorate.  After the Restoration, Lucy led a concerted campaign, using the influence 

of her powerful Royalist family connections, to keep John under the protection of the Act 

of Oblivion—a campaign which was difficult, embarrassing, but ultimately successful.1  

The Hutchinsons spent those years in retirement at Owthorpe, their estate in Nottingham.  

John was imprisoned after the Restoration for alleged participation in a conspiracy; he 

was kept at first in the Tower of London, and later transferred to Sandown Castle in Kent, 

where he died in 1664.  Lucy stayed with him throughout his imprisonment, and was 

moved deeply by his death, writing The Memoirs of Colonel Hutchinson and a series of 

elegies in the years immediately following his death.  In fact, she seems to have done 

most of her writing as a widow.  Lucy lived at Owthorpe until she died in October, 1681. 

Perhaps the most striking feature of Hutchinson’s writings is the sheer variety.  

Although her output was not great, she wrote in several genres, including translation, and 

on a wide range of topics.  Most of her work remained unpublished during her lifetime.  

One of her most significant works was the first full English translation of Lucretius’s De 

Rerum Natura, which was probably completed in the 1650s.  Although Hutchinson sent a 

copy of the manuscript to the Earl of Anglesea, possibly in hopes of publication, her 

translation was not published until Hugh de Quehen’s edition of 1996.  In 1655, 

Hutchinson followed the translation with a parody of Edmund Waller’s Panegyrick to my 

Lord Protector, which consists of a line-by-line rebuttal to Waller’s effusive praise for 

Cromwell’s rule based on her Republican principles.  Until recently, Hutchinson’s 

reputation as a writer was based solely on The Memoirs of Colonel Hutchinson.  Probably 

written between 1664 and 1668, it is a long and perceptive prose narrative of John 



4 
 

Hutchinson’s involvement in the Civil war as the commander of the Parliamentarian 

garrison at Nottingham Castle.  It is also a lively vindication of his actions throughout 

and following the war.2  The Memoirs were published posthumously in 1806 by Julius 

Hutchinson, a descendant of John Hutchinson’s half-brother Charles, and included a 

fragmentary autobiography and an aborted first effort at the memoirs of John Hutchinson.  

Hutchinson also wrote a number of elegies about her husband at about the same time as 

the composition of the Memoirs.  Sometime around 1673, she translated from Latin large 

selections of the first two parts of Independent theologian and pastor John Owen’s 

θεολογουμενα Παντοδαπα (Theologoumena Pantodapa), a work that has been described 

as Owen’s prolegomenon, or statement of theological methodology, and which asserts the 

necessity of supernatural revelation and Christocentric theology for salvation.3  

Hutchinson’s abridged translation, entitled On Theologie, was published in 1817, along 

with On the Principles of the Christian Religion, Addressed to her Daughter, a summary 

of the major points of Christian doctrine that Hutchinson assembled for her daughter, 

whose religious beliefs she considered to have been in danger from sectarians.  

Hutchinson also took extensive notes on Calvin’s Institutes in her religious commonplace 

book, probably in the late 1660s.  Hutchinson’s major work of poetry, Order and 

Disorder, seems to have been composed in two stages, first during the early 1660s and 

then later around 1673.  It is a sprawling work of some 8300 lines in which Hutchinson 

reflects on the book of Genesis from the beginning to midway through the account of 

Jacob and Laban in Genesis 32; the surviving text breaks off mid-line.  The first five 

cantos were published in 1679 under the name of Hutchinson’s brother, Sir Allen Apsley, 

having been revised beforehand; the remaining cantos remained in manuscript until 
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Norbrook’s edition of 2001.  Providence, always an important doctrine for Calvinists but 

of heightened significance for Republicans following the Restoration, occupies a major 

place in Order and Disorder. 

As will be clear from even this brief account of Hutchinson’s biography and 

bibliography, she was enmeshed in and engaged with many of the major cultural 

developments in her tumultuous lifespan.   The Civil War began in 1642, when 

Hutchinson was only twenty-three years old, so that her adult life happened with the war 

as the backdrop; she lived in close proximity to a number of raids and skirmishes 

throughout the war.  In the Memoirs, Hutchinson describes her husband as a principled 

man who consistently acted in accordance with his conscience rather than from a desire 

for power or self-aggrandizement.  Consequently, when tensions began to build between 

Republicans and supporters of the Protectorate, John Hutchinson “would not act in any 

office under the Protector’s power, and therefore only confined himself to his own” (255-

256).  However, the Hutchinsons did not view their participations in and reactions to 

these events as strictly political, for Lucy constantly describes political events in religious 

terms.  Charles I receives predictably harsh censure in which religion and governance go 

hand-in-hand: “as in the primitive times it is observed that the best emperors were some 

of them stirred up by Satan to be the bitterest persecutors of the church, so this king was a 

worse encroacher upon the civil and spiritual liberties of his people by far than his father” 

(67).  She describes the Parliament’s initial victory as occurring “by the blessing of God” 

(252), but disparages Richard Cromwell’s court as “full of sin and vanity, and the more 

abominable, because they had not yet quite cast away the name of God, but profaned it by 

taking it in vain upon them” (257). 
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Of course, Hutchinson was not alone in linking religion and politics, and changes 

in government usually had implications for ecclesiological legislation; Protestants, and 

especially Non-conforming Protestants, who had enjoyed greater freedoms under the 

republic, had their rights sharply curtailed under the Clarendon Code shortly following 

the Restoration.  In such a culture, it was perhaps predictable that Republicans chalked up 

their triumphs as signs of God’s favor and that, later on, royalists reminded them of their 

premature proclamations.  N.H. Keeble writes that the Restoration “tempted” the failed 

Republicans “to doubt God’s providential dealings with his elect nation,” while the 

“exultant Royalist beneficiaries” of the Restoration “could not but see it as an act of 

divine mercy to them and of divine retribution upon their Puritan adversaries” (Memoirs 

xx).  At the same time, the Calvinist emphasis on Providence was standard among 

Hutchinson and her Republican peers, so the doctrine took on extraordinary importance 

after the Restoration, which partially explains why she and her contemporary John Milton 

both composed long poems centrally concerned with Providence. 

Theologically speaking, Reformed doctrines, including that of Providence, were 

being contested by the Epicurean revival and the spread of Arminian and Socinian 

teachings throughout the 17th Century.  Interest in Lucretius’s Epicurean epic, De Rerum 

Natura, was intense,4 and although Hutchinson was the first translator to render the 

whole poem in English, several other translators were at work at the same time.5  The 

argument of Lucretius’s poem poses a direct challenge to the Reformed understanding of 

the world, in which a supernatural God reveals himself in the Bible, in creation, and in 

the events of everyday life.  Lucretius’s two major claims were that “human life on earth 

could have emerged without any form of divine agency” and that “a good life, far from 
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depending on belief in the gods, involved resisting any appeal to divine aid” 

(Hutchinson’s Works I.xvi).  He supports these claims with the doctrine of atoms, small 

bodies from which everything is made, and with the doctrine of atomic swerve, 

unpredictable movements of the atoms, permits the freedom of the human will.  Despite a 

brief period during the 1650s when Lucretius enjoyed what might be characterized as an 

acceptable intellectual edginess, his work was considered dangerous by the late 1660s.  

This change may be explained partially because of a group of Royalist courtiers 

(including Hutchinson’s brother, Sir Allen Apsley) who “were provocatively taking up 

the popular stereotype of the debauched Epicurean and following it in their lives,” thus 

encouraging anti-Epicurean polemics among these courtiers’ more sober peers (Works 

I.cix-cxi).  The fact that Hutchinson considers it in some way necessary or fitting to begin 

the Preface to Order and Disorder by stating that “the account some old poets and 

philosophers give of the original of things” was “blasphemously against God, and 

brutishly below the reason of a man” (3) points to a culture in which Lucretius and his 

fellow Epicureans could be seen to merit theological censure for their naturalistic account 

of the origins of the universe.  While thinkers such as Thomas Hobbes appropriated much 

of what they found in Lucretius (notably for Hutchinson, this included his materialist 

ontology), the Socinian denial of the Trinity and appeal to a rational faith was gaining 

traction in England and across Europe.  

As the Vice-Chancellor of Oxford University from 1652-1657, a leading member 

of the Savoy Conference, and a theologian with an international reputation, Owen played 

a major role in these debates.  In 1661, he made what was arguably the most important 

response by an English Protestant to arguments seeking to diminish the role of divine 
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revelation in theology when he published the monumental Theologoumena Pantodapa.  

Rehnman has described Theologoumena Pantodapa as “Owen’s most important 

contribution to Reformed prolegomena,” in which he “explicitly presents what is implicit 

in the framework of his thought” (17).  Despite the treatise’s importance in Owen’s work, 

it has not been adequately translated from the Latin; consequently, I have used my own 

translations in this dissertation.  In the first section, Owen sets out a number of important 

distinctions about God and theology, but the bulk of the book is an explication of the 

history of theology presented in terms of the covenants made by God with people, first 

with Adam, then with the Jews, then with the elect Gentiles.  His covenantal approach to 

theology explicitly responds to Socinianism with an anthropology in which Adam has 

both an innate natural knowledge that God exists and demands moral behavior and a 

supernaturally revealed knowledge leading to salvation.  Owen argues that even the 

prelapsarian Adam, despite his natural understanding of God, communed with God 

through a divinely revealed covenant.  As the story of the covenants between God and 

people emerges in Theologoumena Pantodapa, Owen shows that revealed truth is an 

absolute necessity if humanity is to fulfill its proper end by enjoying God.  Hutchinson 

studied this story closely as she translated Owen’s treatise, and his theology proved a 

significant resource as she grappled with the issues raised by Lucretius. 

 
Critical Context 

 
The scholarship on Lucy Hutchinson to date has focused on three major topics, 

her intriguing status as an educated woman and a Puritan, her place within the complex 

arena of Civil War and Restoration politics, and her relationship to Lucretius and his 

atheistic doctrines.  My argument engages each of these discussions to varying degrees.  
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Another important context for this dissertation is the broader conversation about 

seventeenth-century devotional poetry.  Thus far, inquiry into meditative poetry has been 

restricted to the lyric mode, an assumption that I challenge by asserting that Order and 

Disorder should be considered in terms of meditation. 

A number of feminist scholars have examined the underlying assumptions 

concerning Hutchinson’s personal agency as a writer within a patriarchal society.  

Shannon Miller claims that Hutchinson revised the gendered language of Lucretius and 

Milton's accounts of creation in order to depict marriage as an egalitarian unity rather 

than as a hierarchy, which in turn helps to argue for a social contract theory of 

government against a patriarchal model.  Similarly, Pamela Hammons has recently seen 

Hutchinson’s elegies to her husband as deliberately and subversively constructing her 

widowhood in terms of the weak biblical widow.  Robert Mayer takes a dimmer view of 

Hutchinson’s agency when he asserts that she “embraced a misogynistic tradition that 

militated against the very idea of a woman having a life of writing” (306).  Nevertheless, 

Mayer attempts to document that life of writing that clearly happened.  Other scholars see 

Hutchinson as working carefully and intelligently within acceptable boundaries.  Susan 

Cook, for example, argues that Hutchinson did not intend to publish the Memoirs and her 

autobiography in her lifetime, and that the assumption of a chronologically remote 

audience granted her greater freedom than would have been possible were she writing for 

her contemporaries.  While Cook’s claim clearly does not apply to Hutchinson’s 

translation of De Rerum Natura (which she sent to Arthur Annesley, the Earl of 

Anglesey, possibly in hopes of publication) and Order and Disorder (the first five cantos 

of which she published), it does shed some light on the problem of agency in the 
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Memoirs.  Similarly, Line Cottignies’s essay on Memoirs attributes to Hutchinson a high 

degree of nuance and awareness of the implications of literary choices within her context.  

Erica Longfellow’s article claims that the distinction between private and public life is 

untenable in the Memoirs, given Hutchinson’s continual overlapping of her love for her 

husband, her desire to see the Republic succeed, and pious belief in the righteousness of 

the cause.  In this dissertation, I share with critics such as Cottignies a robust view of 

Hutchinson’s approach to writing as I seek to elucidate her considered approach to the 

theological and metaphysical background to Order and Disorder.  While I do not offer a 

sustained account of gender in the poem, in part because Hutchinson’s notion of the 

covenant encompassed all humanity regardless of gender, my analysis of specific 

passages does engage with feminist critics where the opportunity arises. 

Another strand of scholarship, in which David Norbrook figures prominently, is 

concerned with how Hutchinson’s writing emerges from her Republican politics.  His 

early studies on Hutchinson identify her work as an “overtly seditious…part of the 

Republican ‘underground’” (259).  Norbrook uses the extensive introduction of his 

edition of Order and Disorder to link Hutchinson’s Calvinist theology with her 

Republican politics.  For example, Norbrook claims that Order and Disorder was 

influenced by Owen, and links Hutchinson’s connection to Owen with both theology and 

politics.  Owen’s London conventicle, which Hutchinson at least occasionally attended, 

“was something of a centre for Puritans nostalgic for the ‘good old cause’.”  Owen 

“supported the regicide,” and in his theological writings “devoted himself to challenging 

views that seemed likely to become [the monarchy’s] ideological foundations” (xix).  In 

an article from 2003, Norbrook compares Order and Disorder with Paradise Lost, 
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arguing that Hutchinson is likely responding to Milton, a fellow Republican, on 

theological, political, and literary levels while remaining more conservative theologically 

but more radical politically, given the benefit of looser censorship legislation.  By 2012, 

however, Norbrook had begun to paint a more complex picture of Hutchinson’s politics 

in his introduction to her translation of Lucretius and in an article on her alleged forging 

of the letter to Parliament in which her husband recants his Republican principles 

immediately following the Restoration.6  In these writings, Norbrook focuses more on 

Hutchinson’s speech-acts (including letters) in the swiftly-changing political  landscape 

in which most of her powerful family connections were royalists.  The entirety of this 

dissertation might be regarded as an attempt to clarify the connection between 

Hutchinson’s politics and theology by a far more extensive consideration of her 

theological context than has yet been attempted.  While Norbrook’s identification of 

Hutchinson’s politics can hardly be contested, I contend that his reading of important 

terms in Order and Disorder, such as the distinction between the Holy and Worldly State 

that governs the structure of the final fifteen cantos, is incomplete without the 

complementary theological context.  My investigation into Hutchinson’s covenant 

theology and ecclesiology illuminates her Republican politics in the 1670s by outlining 

the religious presupposition from which her politics emerged. 

As regards the relationship of the translation of De Rerum Natura to the rest of 

Hutchinson’s work, nearly all interested scholars have attempted, with varying degrees of 

success, to figure out why Hutchinson would have undertaken the translation in the first 

place, and then to what extent the philosophy she encountered in it has shaped her own 

writing.  In one of the first looks at the topic, Reid Barbour observes that, apparently, “no 
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two writers could seem more at odds than the puritan Lucy Hutchinson and the pagan 

Lucretius” (1), and finds that “Lucy Hutchinson’s puritanism, however defined, did not 

automatically exclude an interest in Lucretius, provided that his poem must be read 

selectively and aggressively” (6).  Barbour adds that Lucretius would have supplied 

Hutchinson with ways of talking about her family’s involvement in, and eventual 

withdrawal from, the turbulent politics of their time.  At the same time, atomism, when 

coupled with the turbulence of the Civil War, led Hutchinson to “star[e] in the face of 

powerful arguments against the providence of God, and attempt… to overcome those 

arguments” (10), but ultimately to retain her religious convictions.  Similarly, Norbrook 

sees the translation as requiring explanation, while finding positive ways in which 

Hutchinson drew on the Republicanism and theory of retirement advanced in De Rerum 

Natura.  The translation was “a remarkable project for a Puritan, for [it] was bringing into 

the language a strongly atheistic or at least anti-superstitious text,” and part of its 

motivation may have been “a sense of emulation of a fellow woman writer,” Margaret 

Cavendish (Order and Disorder xvii).  He takes Hutchinson’s recantation of the 

Lucretius translation at face value (“there is no doubt in its sincerity” (Order and 

Disorder xviii)), but finds traces of Lucretius’s primitivism and disdain for courtly 

language in Hutchinson’s attacks on “courtly artifice” (“Republican Epic” 45-46). 

Johnathan Goldberg, on the other hand, argues that Hutchinson assimilated 

Lucretius’s materialism in Order and Disorder.  He accuses Barbour and Norbrook of 

discounting the possibility that Hutchinson might have privileged atomism over her 

Christian beliefs by falsely assuming that the two are incompatible.  Instead, he discovers 

a Hutchinson for whom Christianity and Lucretian philosophy are largely 
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indistinguishable, dissolving into a series of unstable and insoluble oppositions.  Critics 

such as Miller and Alvin Snider have followed Goldberg in assuming that Hutchinson did 

not successfully eradicate a materialist ontology similar to Lucretius’ from Order and 

Disorder.  In his unpublished dissertation, Evan Getz disagrees sharply with Goldberg by 

demonstrating the Reformed Scholastic metaphysics of formal and final cause 

undergirding Hutchinson’s poem.  As Getz shows, Hutchinson’s ontology employs the 

Aristotelian schema of four causes, with the formal cause appearing in creation as God’s 

glory, in explicit repudiation of Lucretius’s theory of causation in which the mechanical 

and efficient causes are regarded as necessary and sufficient.  While I do not propose a 

reason for Hutchinson’s translation of De Rerum Natura, I place Hutchinson’s theology 

in conversation with broader trends in European Reformed theology to show that she was 

deeply versed in contemporary defenses of Reformed doctrine against materialism.  I also 

offer new readings of the Preface to Order and Disorder and the dedication to her 

translation of Lucretius in light of her understanding of meditation as an intellectual 

means of discerning revealed truth with a view to communing with God; I contend that 

she had systematically attempted to correct her previous metaphysical errors by an 

encounter with the truth revealed in Scripture. 

An additional critical context for this dissertation is the long-standing 

conversation regarding how meditation and poetry are related in the seventeenth-century.  

That conversation dates back at least to Louis Martz’s work in the 1950s and has been 

continued as recently as 2000 by R.V. Young.  Although Martz argued that any poem 

shaped in some way by the poet’s meditative practice could be regarded as a meditative 

poem, he considered only poems in the lyric mode.  His position has been contested, most 
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notably by Barbara Lewalski’s attempt to relegate meditative poetry to an ancillary genre 

within what she called “Protestant poetics,” but the restriction of meditative poetry to the 

lyric mode has escaped unchallenged.  I engage directly with these scholars to argue that 

Order and Disorder should be considered as clarifying the relationship between 

meditation as a devotional habit and meditation as a textual product, which allows me to 

show a clear relationship between Hutchinson’s practice of meditation and the content of 

Order and Disorder. 

 
Overview of Argument 

 
I argue that Order and Disorder results from Hutchinson’s meditations on the 

book of Genesis, which were mediated by her understanding of covenant theology.  My 

argument takes two stages.  The first stage (Chapter Two) defines “meditation” from 

Owen’s seventeenth-century Independent perspective and suggests that Hutchinson 

developed Order and Disorder through such a practice of meditation.  Chapter Two, 

then, attempts to extend the critical discussion about devotional poetry by clarifying the 

relationship between meditative practice and poetic form and by presenting the first 

scholarly engagement with Owen’s understanding of meditation.  I also argue, based on 

Hutchinson’s prefatory material, that she conceived of the project of Order and Disorder 

in terms of such meditation.  This first stage contextualizes my argument within 

scholarship on seventeenth-century poetry and offers a general framework for 

understanding Hutchinson’s explicit persuasive purposes for Order and Disorder. 

The second stage (Chapters Three—Eight) offers a sustained reading of the 

biblical epic to show the particular character which Hutchinson’s meditations took.  

Because they were mediated by her theological reading, they enabled her to grapple 
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intelligently with questions that had real practical importance for her faith.  Chapter 

Three defines “covenant theology” as Hutchinson encountered it in her study of 

Theologoumena Pantodapa and asserts that Owen formulated his covenant theology to 

defend Reformed doctrine against contemporary arguments that played down the 

Reformed anthropological teleology that asserted communion with God as humanity’s 

highest purpose.  Chapters Four—Six offer a reading of the five cantos in the 1679 

publication of Order and Disorder that shows how Hutchinson used her study of Owen to 

structure her narration of the doctrine of Creation.  Chapter Four claims that Canto 1 

functions as the theological prolegomenon to the entirety of Order and Disorder by 

positing the epistemological basis for human communion with God.  Chapter Five reveals 

Hutchinson’s argument in Cantos 2 and 3 that Creation is legible, and that meditation on 

Creation in the context of divine revelation enables believers to commune with God.  

Chapter Six argues that Hutchinson narrates the events surrounding the Fall in terms of 

covenant theology.  I also emphasize her typological reading of the oracle in which God 

first reveals Christ as the Mediator of the covenant of grace.  Critics might note the 

typological dimensions of this passage without noting its engagement with Owen’s 

covenant theology.  In Chapters Seven and Eight, I offer a reading of the fifteen cantos 

that were not published in Hutchinson’s lifetime.  I argue that these cantos are best 

understood in terms of an Independent ecclesiology resulting from Owen’s conception of 

covenant theology.  Chapter Seven outlines Owen’s ecclesiology and suggests that it 

counters arguments for a uniform national church with its interpretation of “ecclesia” as a 

separate minority of the elect “called out” of the larger unregenerate society.  It also 

shows how Owen’s narration in Theologoumena Pantodapa of the events in Genesis 



16 
 

reflects his Independent ecclesiology.  Chapter Eight argues that Hutchinson’s narration 

of the Holy State and the Worldly State in Cantos 6—20 are informed by an Independent 

ecclesiology indebted to Owen by demonstrating that the Holy State displays the 

distinctive characteristics of a gathered church.  Finally, the Epilogue in Chapter Nine 

returns to my initial claim that Order and Disorder can be read as a meditative poem.  I 

suggest that Owen may have read Order and Disorder and recognized it as the product of 

Hutchinson’s meditations on Creation.  Owen’s comments indicate that, at least for one 

of Hutchinson’s contemporaries, the attempt to bring her understanding of the doctrine of 

Creation in line with a Reformed hermeneutic ultimately proved successful.
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Order and Disorder as a Meditative Poem 
 
 

In this chapter, I argue that Order and Disorder is a meditative poem.  Such a 

claim is contentious, since the literature on seventeenth-century meditative poetry 

understands meditative poetry as a genre within the lyric mode.1  Accordingly, the first 

section of this chapter reveals how the scholarship has conflated the poet’s meditative 

approach to writing poetry with the poet’s representation of meditation.  In theory, critics 

tend to acknowledge that meditative poetry in some way results from the poet’s 

devotional practice.  Meditative poetry, in other words, is neither a mode nor a genre, but 

rather a method of composition informed by the poet’s meditation.  In practice, however, 

students of meditative poetry have tended to concentrate on metaphysical poetry, a genre 

that might be said to represent the internal processes of meditation.  My argument that a 

poet’s meditation can also inform poems that narrate external actions simply seeks to 

expand the inquiry into meditative poetry to the epic mode.  Once I have established that 

there are no a priori grounds to prevent Order and Disorder from being considered as a 

meditative poem simply because it follows the epic mode by narrating actions in the third 

person, I claim in the second section that Hutchinson’s meditations on the book of 

Genesis played a significant role in the poem’s composition.  To do so, I first show that 

Hutchinson subscribes to a theory of meditation similar to that advocated by Owen.  

Unlike many of his contemporaries, Owen emphasizes the role of the intellect in 

meditation, which he describes as an obedient human response to divine command.  

Meditation also plays a necessary part in his covenant theology by mediating communion 
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between Christians and God and in his ecclesiology as shorthand for the private 

devotional habits that characterize members of the militant Church.  Finally, I argue that 

the Preface to Order and Disorder  and the letter dedicating Hutchinson’s translation of 

Lucretius’ Epicurean epic, De Rerum Natura, to Arthur Annesley, Earl of Anglesey, 

indicate that  meditation on Genesis led Hutchinson to repudiate Lucretian atomism based 

on her new understanding of creation and providence.  As I show in Chapters Four and 

Five, Order and Disorder describes a world governed by a divinely initiated covenant 

that offers people, both individually and corporately, the opportunity for communion with 

God: such a world jars with the Epicurean position. This chapter, then, does not only 

suggest a broader understanding of meditative poetry and a deeper appreciation of the 

devotional background to Hutchinson’s work.  By offering a contextual definition of 

meditation, this chapter also offers a crucial interpretive key to Hutchinson's deployment 

of the matter of her biblical epic that will form the basis of my argument in later chapters. 

 
Scholarship on Meditative Poetry 

 
To anyone familiar with the extensive body of literature on seventeenth-century 

meditative verse, my claim that Order and Disorder, which David Loewenstein describes 

as “an ambitious though unfinished biblical and hexameral epic consisting of twenty 

cantos” (162), should be understood as a meditative poem may seem counterintuitive.  

After all, the 8,324 lines combining narrative and extended theological digressions, with 

scores of authorial glosses referring the reader to the Bible, has little outward 

resemblance to other works frequently cited as meditative.  More obviously “meditative” 

poems found in collections such as Donne’s Holy Sonnets or Herbert’s The Temple (to 

cite the universally accepted examples) is short, compressed lyrics; they also tend to 
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reflect on deeply personal matters of faith in intimate fashion.  In contrast, Hutchinson 

takes a more externalized, intellectual approach in Order and Disorder, for the most part 

only using the first person pronoun in reported speech of the biblical characters that 

populate the poem.  Where lyric models meditation, epic records it in order to provoke 

readers to engage in their own meditation. 

These differences are real and important.  They should not, however, be allowed 

to obscure other important similarities.  Specifically, devotional lyrics and biblical epics 

share meditation as a crucial common factor: where devotional lyrics often narrate the 

process of meditation, biblical epics often narrate the product of meditation.  R.V. Young 

gives a shrewd interpretation of Louis Martz’s seminal work, the implications of which 

neither Martz nor Young himself seem to have fully15 grasped:  “As the classic study of 

[the flowering of devotional poetry] makes clear, ‘the poetry of meditation’ is less 

important as a particular kind of literature than as a literature that reflects the overall 

effect of meditative practice on the mind of the poet” (82, emphasis original).  The scope 

of study that Martz and Young implicitly recommend is potentially vast: any poetry 

reflecting the meditative practice of the poet can, and indeed should, be understood in 

terms of meditation. 

As I show in this section, however, scholars of seventeenth-century devotional 

poetry have concentrated their efforts on a small but significant body of poetry roughly 

coterminous with religiously oriented metaphysical lyrics in which the poet dramatizes 

the internal experience of meditation.  My contention is that another body of poetry, 

which includes Order and Disorder, offers an exemplary aid for the reader’s meditations 

by narrating the content of the poet’s meditations.  To that end, I review some of the most 
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important critical explorations of the relationship between meditation and seventeenth-

century religious poetry.  While the earliest works on the topics have theoretically made 

room for a range of genre and mode within meditative poetry, the practice has restricted 

the scholarly conversation to a handful of poets writing within a relatively narrow set of 

conventions.  While concentrating exclusively on lyric poetry, earlier works also tended 

to overlook the connections between the poetry itself and the poet’s long-term spiritual 

and theological journey.  This tendency, perhaps, had the unintended consequence of 

making some of the poets into dogmatic hardliners instead of observing the tension, 

anxiety, and interpretive difficulty arising from the rapidly shifting political, theological, 

and ecclesiastical landscape of seventeenth-century England.  Later commentators such 

as Young and Brian Cummings have become more cognizant of the poets’ personal 

development in context of wider cultural changes.  In so doing, they have laid the 

foundations for my argument.  If, as they argue, meditative poetry is a discursive site in 

which poets engage in theological reflection in an artistic and personally significant way, 

then Order and Disorder is not merely a meditative poem, but an exemplar of meditative 

poetry. 

 
Louis Martz and The Poetry of Meditation 
 

The introduction to Louis Martz’s 1963 The Meditative Poem: An Anthology of 

Seventeenth-Century Verse begins with a remarkably catholic definition of the poetry 

included in the work, which it immediately undercuts: 

What is a meditative poem?  It is a kind of poem that occurs in various 
periods of the world’s history; but for the seventeenth century, it is enough 
to say that the meditative poem is one that bears a close relation to the 
practice of religious meditation in that era.  The relationship is shown by 
the poem’s own internal action, as the soul or mind engages in acts of 
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interior dramatization.  The speaker accuses himself; he talks to God 
within the self; he approaches the love of God through memory, 
understanding, and will; he sees, hears, smells, tastes, touches by 
imagination the scenes of Christ’s life as they are represented on an 
inward, mental stage. (xvii, emphasis added) 
 

On one hand, Martz’s definition purports to accept as seventeenth century meditative 

poetry any poem shaped by contemporary meditative practice.  At first glance, these 

broad terms would seem to include Hutchinson’s Order and Disorder, which proclaims 

itself to be “Meditations upon the Creation and the Fall.”  After all, Hutchinson’s 

intelligent interactions with her biblical text are aptly described by Owen’s comment that 

meditation on Scripture is essentially “staid, sedate, considerative” reading (Owen’s 

Works 4: 200).  On the other hand, the ensuing description of meditative poems as highly 

internalized would seem to exclude just the sort of poetry that I argue should be regarded 

as meditative.  Martz later states the anthology’s contents are the most accurate 

description of “a truly meditative poem” (xxx), and inspection of the table contents 

confirms that he intends a much narrower understanding of a meditative poem than his 

initial description would suggest.  With a few “intrusive” exceptions, which Martz 

included to set off the truly meditative poems by contrast (xxx), the poems are short, 

compressed religious lyrics. 

In 1954, Martz published the theoretical foundation for his anthology in his 

seminal work, The Poetry of Meditation, in which he follows a similarly narrow 

definition of meditative poetry.  From the beginning, he limits his discussion to poetry 

born of the continental tradition of meditation promulgated by Jesuits as part of the 

Counter-Reformation and presented in acceptably Protestant form to the English people.  

It is an “intense, imaginative meditation that brings together the sense, the emotions, and 
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the intellectual faculties of man; brings them together in a moment of dramatic, creative 

experience” (1).  Martz’s choice to restrict his study to poetry published before 1650 is 

telling: that date, he claims, “is not merely convenient but is symptomatic of profound 

changes in English religious life and in English poetry” in part because Baxter’s The 

Saints Everlasting Rest was published that year (22).  Although Martz devotes a chapter 

to Baxter and Milton, he makes his disapproval clear with the chapter title, “Problems in 

Puritan Meditation.”  The chapter itself compares Milton’s Nativity Ode unfavorably to 

Richard Crashaw’s “Sung as by Shepherds.”  The contrast between omnipotence and 

charity allows Martz to connect the contrast between these poems to genre: 

One may say that the Christian concept of Deity comprehends a paradox 
summed up in the two words Charity and Omnipotence: Christian 
theology develops from the tension between these poles.  Catholic 
spirituality of the seventeenth century stresses the pole of Charity: Puritan 
spirituality stresses the pole of Omnipotence. (158) 
 

Because Milton’s Ode focuses on divine omnipotence, it is not meditative poetry, but 

because Crashaw’s lyric focuses on divine charity, it is.  The Puritan focus on divine 

omnipotence is not inimical to poetry as such, but only to the lyric—which excludes the 

Nativity Ode from the domain of meditative poetry.  However, the purported emphasis on 

omnipotence “makes possible the creation of those two Puritan epics in poetry and prose” 

(167).  Focus on omnipotence results in epic because omnipotence tends to be recognized 

in external events; focus on charity results in lyric because charity tends to be 

experienced inwardly.  Since meditative poetry has been implicitly defined as lyric, then 

epic can never be regarded as meditative, regardless of how the poet’s meditative practice 

may have come to bear on the poem itself.  
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Martz does not address the inconsistency of his 1963 definition of a meditative 

poem or the specific course of historical research that enabled it.  Nevertheless, because 

The Poetry of Meditation begins the academic conversation about meditation and 

seventeenth-century poetry, this inconsistency has been replicated in subsequent works.  

Martz’s inquiry defined—that is, set boundaries to—this conversation, and although his 

conclusions have been supported, challenged, and defended, the boundaries have 

remained largely uncontested.  Studies in the same vein as Martz’s, including overtly 

revisionist accounts such as Barbara Lewalski’s Protestant Poetics, implicitly write 

within three of these original boundaries.  First, scholars after Martz have largely 

followed his restriction of the inquiry to the metaphysical poets, the small and easily 

defined group of poets who made lyrics with an identifiable and generally agreed-upon 

set of characteristics.  Of course, there is room for a fair amount of quibbling on which 

poets are in and which are out.  Robert Southwell, for example, takes a prominent place 

in Martz’s study, but is sent to the margins of Lewalski's; conversely, Martz practically 

avoids Thomas Traherne, to whom Lewalski grants an entire chapter.  However, poets 

such as Hutchinson, Milton, and Abraham Cowley, have not featured in any part of this 

discussion. 

Secondly, Martz’s opposition of “Anglican” to “Puritan” forms of meditation and 

the privileging of the Anglican forms has resulted in a similar bifurcation in the scholarly 

literature, with attacks and defenses and the taking of sides.  As a result, alternative 

accounts of meditation have been overlooked.  Lewalski’s title makes no secret of her 

allegiance, and while R. V. Young complicates matters by distinguishing “doctrine” from 

“devotion,” he does so in order to refute “Protestant poetics.”  The bulk of Martz’s 
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discussion focuses on the Catholic manuals on meditation that undergirded the Anglican 

tradition, while Lewalski’s construction of a specifically Protestant meditative practice 

focuses heavily on Baxter.  In fact, Owen is wholly excluded from her scholarship, cited 

only once, in a footnote as a translator of Calvin (444, n. 161), even though, as I show in 

the next section, he had developed a distinctive approach to meditation.  Young broadens 

the discussion considerably with his enlightening comparison of poetry of English 

Protestants such as Donne and Herbert to contemporary French and Spanish Catholic 

poets.  But his importation of Lope de Vega, Francisco de Queveda, and others, though 

important and significant, does not extend the boundaries to include other English 

Protestant accounts of meditation.  Amid such wealth of sources and analogues, English 

theologians apart from Joseph Hall and Richard Baxter are still the poor and very distant 

relations. 

Finally, in a more subtle, but perhaps even more important, move, following 

studies have accepted Martz’s understanding of meditation as a highly internalized 

dynamic: “the central meditative action consists of an interior drama, in which a man 

projects a self upon a mental stage, and there comes to understand that self in the light of 

a divine presence” (Meditative Poetry xxxi).  This limitation makes the equation of 

meditative poetry to lyric poetry possible.  However, if meditation has a broader 

purview—if it gazes not at the self (or Christ within the self) but at something beyond 

either the self or application to the self—then it might produce other poetic forms.  Order 

and Disorder is a good example.  It certainly contains moments of deep subjective 

insight, such as the remarkable passage on the pains of motherhood, but the majority of 

the poem records the poet’s lively intellectual encounter with the scriptural text.  
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Hutchinson attempts to rectify her erroneous understanding of the doctrines of Creation 

and Providence by meditating on Genesis (with the help of the rest of the Bible and 

theological commentary).  Of course she hopes that her meditations will exert some 

beneficial spiritual effect on her soul, but the focus of the poem itself is the use of the 

Bible and the providential actions of the God described there as a hermeneutical device to 

understand the baffling context of the Restoration.  In other words, Hutchinson uses 

Order and Disorder to narrate the intellectual content of her meditations, concentrating 

on the meditative object rather than the meditating subject. 

 
Barbara Lewalski’s Reply to Martz: Protestant Poetics 
 

Lewalski’s Protestant Poetics, first published in 1979, introduced the next phase 

of the conversation about meditation and poetry by openly challenging Martz’s narrative.  

To that point, Martz’s theory had held sway, and had been ably and eruditely adorned and 

embellished, but not significantly questioned, by a number of subsequent studies.2  

Lewalski describes her argument as “revisionist” as it seeks to downplay the influence of 

“Counter Reformation, continental, and medieval Catholic resources” on a small group of 

poets, and to emphasize the “contemporary, English, and Protestant influences” (ix).  

Significantly, Lewalski omits a prolonged discussion of Robert Southwell, the Jesuit 

priest who proved so useful a source for Martz, and offers in his place Edward Taylor, the 

American Puritan.3  Her argument begins by outlining the Protestant consensus, rooted in 

Pauline terminology, on the stages of the spiritual life (election, calling, justification, 

adoption, sanctification, and glorification), and proceeds to describe a Protestant poetics 

undergirded by “the pervasive Protestant emphasis on the Bible as a book [that] became 

normative for poetic art as well as for spiritual truth” (ix).  Chapters on biblical genre 



26 
 

theory, tropes and figures, and typology as understood by seventeenth-century English 

Protestants form the substance of what Lewalski calls the “Protestant” or “Biblical” 

poetics. 

Lewalski does not broach the topic of meditation until the book’s second section, 

sub-titled “Ancillary Genres,” implicitly demoting the topic from Queen (as it had been 

in Martz) to Handmaiden.  Lewalski objects to Martz’s thesis from the chapter’s 

beginning: 

Supplementing the influence of biblical poetics upon the major religious 
poems of the seventeenth century were certain popular literary and sub-
literary genres that explore the spiritual life.  Prominent among these 
ancillary genres was meditation, as Louis Martz’s seminal studies have 
demonstrated.  It is important not to overstate the influence: to label and to 
approach all or most of this poetry as poetry of meditation does some 
violence to the variety of religious lyric kinds provided for in 
contemporary genre theory and evident in the lyric collections…” (147) 
 

Nevertheless, “contemporary Protestant theory and practice of meditation had significant 

impact upon the kinds, structures, and strategies of development of many seventeenth-

century meditative poems” (147).  The distinctive characteristics of Protestant meditation 

are “a focus on the Bible, the Word, as guiding the interpretation of the subject and 

providing meditative models” along with “a particular kind of application to the self, 

analogous to the ‘application’ so prominent in Protestant sermons of the period” (148).  

As regards this second feature, the Protestant stance, Lewalski argues, is “very nearly the 

reverse” of the Ignatian paradigm in which the meditator “participates in” “the scene or 

event or personal spiritual condition” on which he or she is meditating, in order 

appropriately to “[stir] up emotions.”  In contrast, the “typical Protestant 

procedure…calls for the application of the subject [of meditation] to the self” (149).  

Nevertheless, the goal of meditation in Lewalski’s estimation still follows Martz in 
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locating meditation with the internal self. As Lewalski writes, seventeenth-century 

Protestant meditation 

engage[d] the mind in an effort to penetrate deeply into the motives and 
motions of the psyche, and also to understand the self as the very 
embodiment of the subject meditated upon.  The Word was still to be 
made flesh, though now in the self of the meditator…This emphasis 
contributed to the creation of poetry with a new depth of sophistication of 
psychological insight, and a new focus upon the symbolic significance of 
the individual. (150) 
 

Lewalski’s introductory chapter situates her entire argument in the Pauline stages of the 

Christian life with reference to the tendency of early Calvinists to search for signs of 

election.  Consequently, this return of meditation to the self inevitably takes on deep 

personal significance for the meditator as the drama of salvation is played out on the 

self’s internal state.  In this paradigm, the soul and its faculties seem forgotten; instead, 

the self is at stake, absorbing even the Word.  Even when English Protestants meditate on 

the common topics of the Counter Reformation, those topics become subsumed into the 

self’s inexhaustible quest to find itself among the elect: “such meditation was firmly tied 

to the Word, and to the apprehension of the enactment of the paradigm of salvation in the 

self” (157). 

As I show in the next section such a description of meditation does not account 

for Owen’s work or Hutchinson’s reception of it, despite its claim to describe a unified 

“Protestant” approach.  Although Scripture is central, even indispensible, to Owen’s 

understanding of meditation, the meditating Christian’s approach to Scripture is radically 

different when compared against Lewalski’s position.  Meditation as described by 

Lewalski is a one-way movement from the Scripture to the self as the Christian meditates 

on the Scriptures to discover signs of his or her own election.  In contrast, meditation as 
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described by Owen is a mutually responsive personal transaction between the Christian 

and the three-personed God, mediated by the Bible.  God speaks through the Scriptures; 

the Christian meditates on the Scriptures and thus communes with God by acquiring a 

deeper understanding of his mind and will.  Apparently, then, a unified Protestant theory 

of meditation can exist only by excluding alternative theories.  Although this dissertation 

is the first to offer a viable alternative, other scholars have also questioned Lewalski’s 

Protestant poetics on similar grounds. 

 
R. V. Young and Christian Devotion 
 

By the time Young published Doctrine and Devotion in Seventeenth-century 

poetry in 2002, Lewalski’s Protestant poetics had become the dominant account 

informing studies on the religious lyric, with the result that such poetry was seen as 

“unambiguously Protestant, with negligible debts to continental Catholicism” (Young 2).  

Without questioning the implicit generic boundaries restricting devotional poetry to the 

lyric mode, Young criticizes the orthodoxy of Protestant poetics, arguing that such an 

approach oversimplifies doctrinal issues, overlooks thematic and stylistic similarities to 

continental Catholic sources, and dulls the poems’ witty luster by forcing them into 

Procrustean theological frameworks.  Overall, Lewalski and her followers end up being 

“merely doctrinaire in seeking to be doctrinal” (4).  If Lewalski’s project was 

“revisionist,” Young’s seeks to restore the substance of Martz’s original vision of the 

religious lyric while engaging recent developments in scholarship.  Important among 

these is the postmodernist skepticism that harps on the difficulty or even the final 

impossibility of meaning.  Since the devotional poets happily affirmed meaning, Young 

argues, their work provokes resistance from the “aggressively non-Christian approach of 
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most contemporary theory” in a paradoxical way.  On one hand, Young rightly observes 

that most secular scholars prefer their own version of reality to that of the poets they 

study.  On the other hand, however, the considerable efforts expended in subjecting the 

religious lyric to “the hermeneutic demands of twentieth-century ideology” suggest that 

these poems (and the poets who wrote them) are themselves still a force to be reckoned 

with.  The apparent “dismissive skepticism” of postmodern scholars turns out to be 

“covert acknowledgement of a text’s power to resist appropriation” (4).  Despite the 

outward difference between Protestant poetics (which are ostensibly doctrinal) and 

postmodernist, theory-driven hermeneutics (which are not), Young claims that their 

approach to seventeenth-century meditative poetry is actually quite similar.  He argues 

that: 

Protestant poetics is an attempt to accommodate the devotional poets to 
the secularism increasingly pervasive during the past four centuries.  
Because it emphasizes the shattering of the unity…of Christian culture, 
Protestant poetics becomes the (possibly inadvertent) ally of 
postmodernism.  What the latter does overtly to poems from the past is 
done somewhat equivocally by the former, but the ultimate result is the 
same: texts that sit uneasily with characteristic contemporary attitudes are 
rewoven to provide a comfortable fit. (5) 
 

Young resists the temptation to conform these poets to a pre-determined scheme by 

emphasizing the broad unity of the Christian faith that exists despite fierce doctrinal 

struggles and by reading their poems as real expressions of devotion rather than as neat 

theological statements.  By showing the close thematic and formal similarities between 

Donne, Herbert, Crashaw, and Vaughan and a number of their continental Catholic 

contemporaries, such as Lope de Vega, Francisco de Queveda, and Jean de la Ceppède, 

Young shows the difficulties of maintaining a sharp distinction between “Catholic” and 

“Protestant” meditational poetry.  Since a number of poets from both traditions write 
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poems engaging a range of topics from a surprisingly similar perspective, that of the 

devoted worshipper, Young argues that the genuine differences between, say, Herbert and 

Vega, are less than those between Herbert and Stanley Fish. 

Thus, Young’s argument seeks to avoid the dogmatic criticism he finds in 

Protestant poetics while acknowledging genuine doctrinal and devotional unity between 

Protestants and Catholics.  Indeed, Young’s accusation that Lewalski seeks to eradicate 

difference from among Protestant poets verges on caustic: 

Happily conforming clergymen…like George Herbert and Thomas 
Traherne, and the bitterly anti-Puritan physician, Henry Vaughn, are 
melded together with such poets as Andrew Marvell, George Wither, and 
the American Puritan minister, Edward Taylor, into a broad Protestant 
“consensus.”  Even Donne’s Holy Sonnets and Hymns are not 
infrequently smuggled into the Reformation schema. (2) 
 

Instead, Young seeks to let each poet speak for himself as he writes from a unique 

position within the complex doctrinal and ecclesial issues confronting him.  Thus Donne, 

brought up a Catholic, is naturally beset by a set of issues wholly different from those 

facing those of his contemporaries who were brought up within the established church.  

In fact, Young explicitly defends the peaceful coexistence of difference among 

Christians: “as the doctrine of the Trinity shows, in Christianity opposition is also 

complementarity: within the pure simplicity of the God-head there is a distinction of 

persons” (186).  In this sense, Young’s work supports my approach to Hutchinson as a 

poet without cramming her into a pre-determined theoretical cranny.  Her unique position 

as an educated woman, a student of Epicurean philosophy and Christian theology, an 

Independent, and a Republican demands a unique appraisal.  A study of Owen’s approach 

to meditation provides a valuable entry point into Hutchinson’s devotional negotiation of 

the network of issues that she faced. 
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Another important implication of Young’s work for this study is his post-

Foucauldian resurrection of the author as a contingent being influenced, but not 

determined, by a matrix of cultural factors in deeply important.  Young clearly advocates 

“an investigation of the author’s intentions in the light of conscious literary and religious 

traditions” over “a probing of the socio-economic matrix that (supposedly) produced the 

author” and a deconstructionist failure to “distinguish either an author or social institution 

from the texts for which they are putatively responsible” (3).  With the proviso that the 

socio-economic matrix must in some way influence an author’s approach to literary and 

religious traditions, Young’s argument challenges the current approach to reading 

Hutchinson. 

Many studies of Hutchinson have to some extent overlooked her personal 

religious commitments.  When these commitments are acknowledged, they are treated as 

a by-product of Hutchinson’s Republican principles.  Norbrook’s comment that the 

Leadenhall Street congregation that Hutchinson attended “was something of a centre for 

Puritans nostalgic for the ‘good old cause’” is typical.  He represents Owen, the 

conventicle’s pastor, as a supporter of the regicide, an intelligent and covert critic of the 

monarchy who “devoted himself to challenging views that seemed likely to become its 

ideological foundations” (Order and Disorder xix).  There is no indication that public 

worship, the preaching of the Word, or the administration of the sacraments happen 

within the congregation, that the members engaged in private meditations, nor that they 

assembled for any reason besides fond remembrances of now-distant power and glory.  

For Norbrook, Owen represented for Hutchinson “an admirable consistency, holding 

clearly through many political vicissitudes to a set of principles she could endorse” (xx).  
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By contrast, I suggest that he was for Hutchinson primarily a godly man, a pious leader, 

an eloquent preacher of deep theological truth.  Similarly, scholars such as Barbour and 

Goldberg make the unstated a priori assumption that Hutchinson could not have possibly 

sincerely intended to reject Lucretius on religious ground. 

These views tacitly assume a lack of intellectual agency on Hutchinson’s part, 

denying her the ability to choose for herself within a social system.  Rather than assume 

that the system has always prevented her choice, I leave room for the possibility that 

Hutchinson’s meditations on Scripture transformed her patterns of thinking in such a way 

that she gradually came into conformity with the doctrine of Providence, leading her to 

exclude Lucretian atomism.  Following Young’s example, I keep an open mind regarding 

Hutchinson’s explicit denial of Lucretius by assuming that she had enough personal 

agency to arrive at an intelligent, informed understanding of the issue.  I also assume that 

her decision to believe things which many scholars find themselves incapable of 

believing does not abrogate either the agency or the intelligence of her decision.  As 

Young writes, devotional poets find in the Bible “not the dead trace of an absent 

presence, but the living voice of the embodied Logos.  The poet seeks to rewrite the 

Word of God in his own imitation or version of ‘scripture,’ thus inscribing the word—

Christ’s name and presence—in his own soul in the blood of the Lamb” (169).  While 

seeking to expand the category of what Young would call “devotional poetry” to include 

poets who, like Hutchinson, represented the content rather than the experience of their 

devotion, I seek to do so in such a way as to acknowledge the complex religious agency 

that Hutchinson exerted as she meditated and wrote. 
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Brian Cummings and Grammatical Tension 
 

Like Young, Brian Cummings also offers a way to circumvent the impasse 

between a rigid division between “Catholic” and “Protestant” forms of devotion.  His 

lengthy discussion of the English literary inheritance of the Reformation looks at a 

number of poets implicated by Martz, Lewalski, and Young.4  Although Cummings does 

not address the topic of meditation, his account of the relationship between theology and 

a poet’s biographical experiences has important similarities to my approach to 

Hutchinson’s negotiation of Lucretian atomism, the doctrines of Creation and 

Providence, the death of the husband, and the post-Restoration years.  Particularly, his 

recognition that a poet’s understanding of theology undergoes constant change and 

development mediated by study, devotion, and circumstances, has provided a model for 

my claim that Hutchinson’s prefatory material testifies to her theological development, 

which I advance later in this chapter.  

Cummings censures scholarship in which “poetry is seen as a passive recipient of 

doctrine that has already been formulated.”  Citing Fulke Greville as an example, 

Cummings points at the faulty logic by which “Greville’s Calvinism is often taken for 

granted, then applied to his poems.  In a circular process, the poems are adduced as 

evidence of his doctrinal beliefs” (301).  A bigger problem than the circular reasoning, in 

my estimation, is the uncritical imputation of theological certainty to the poets.  As 

Cummings rightly argues, poetry can take part in the process of forming doctrine as a 

vehicle for exploring the tensions, questions, and problems of theology: “[P]oetry is an 

active participant in belief and doctrine….Rather than theology happening elsewhere, 

before the poem is made, the poem shows theology in the making” (301).   
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Nevertheless, much of the scholarship on devotional poetry in seventeenth-

century England assumes the steady, pre-fabricated theological certainty that Cummings 

questions.  I offer as an example Martz’s and Lewalski’s readings of Donne’s “Holy 

Sonnets,” which take a common view of the phenomenon of theology in poetry while 

drawing opposing conclusions on what the theology in the sonnets says about Donne’s 

theology.  In The Poetry of Meditation, Martz reads them as Donne’s deliberate attempt 

to embed the meditative methods of the Ignatian Exercises in the structure of his poems.  

Thus, “most of the ‘Holy Sonnets’” become “a portion of an exercise which has been set 

down in explicit poetry” (46).  Martz’s analysis of the sonnets finds that the first quatrain 

reflects the Ignatian stage of “composition,” the second quatrain reflects “analysis,” and 

the sestet reflects “colloquy,” each stage resounding in the related faculty of the soul.  In 

all the talk of structure, though, Martz largely avoids the actual doctrinal content of the 

sonnets.  Remarkably, although he dates the sonnets to the years when Donne was 

“engaging in the most fervent and painful self-analysis” regarding his ministerial 

vocation (219), Martz has little interest in the possibility that Donne may have imported 

into his poetry some of the doctrinal uncertainty inevitable for a former Catholic 

contemplating entry into Protestant orders.  

Just as Martz interprets Donne as a devotional (if not theological) Catholic, so 

Lewalski reads Donne as a theologically (if not spiritually) assured Protestant in 

Protestant Poetics.  She asserts that Donne’s “religious lyrics reflect the Protestant 

poetics more and more fully, from early work to late” (253) and advocates a 

straightforward reading of the Holy Sonnets in terms of “the Protestant paradigm of 

salvation in its stark, dramatic, Pauline terms” (265).  The implication is that Donne 
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accepted those stark, dramatic, Pauline terms in their entirety.  Lewalski then reads the 

poems as representing discrete moments in Donne’s experience of the Calvinist stages of 

salvation.  Thus the sonnet “Batter my heart, three person’d God” becomes “explicitly 

about regeneration,” or “sanctification” (271) as Donne depicts the “Calvinist sense of 

man’s utter helplessness in his corruption and total dependence upon God’s grace” (272).  

If Donne evinces any angst, it is the intense uncertainty of personal salvation.  He may 

question if his life fits the pattern, but he entertains no question about the pattern itself, 

and a theologically assured poet thus drops a fully developed theology into the poem. 

In contrast to these pre-fabricated approaches, Cummings uses grammatical 

analysis to show how the internal tension in the “Holy Sonnets” point to Donne’s own 

spiritual anxieties.  In Donne’s lifetime, many important theological questions, such as 

predestination and the resistibility or irresistibility of grace, were under intense 

discussion.  “By the early seventeenth century,” Cummings writes, “religious identities in 

England are not constructed around fixed points of doctrine.  Donne, like any intellectual 

interested in divinity, has to fashion his religion by means of a bewildering process of 

interpretation” (369).  Rather than approaching his poetry with an ordered set of insights 

acquired through that bewildering process, Donne muddled through the issues as he 

wrote.  The muddling becomes apparent in Cummings’s analysis of Donne’s poetic 

grammar, where he discovers that “[t]he grammar of these poems projects a bewildering 

confusion of theological accents, which refuse to conform to a rigid doctrinal pattern” 

(397).  As he writes: 

There is a constant tension in the Holy Sonnets between the eschatological 
doctrine which dominates the dictional surface of the poems and the 
prevaricating and protesting syntax which purports to justify that doctrine 
but eminently fails to do so.  [These poems] are both orthodox and 
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dubious, and never more dubious than when orthodox.  The syntax 
embodies a reflex of dissension against the demands of assertion. (400-01) 
 

Cummings’s point is that doctrine in devotional poetry concerns discovery, process, and 

interpretation at least as much as certainty, system, and explication.  Of course, the poets 

he examines often had deep religious convictions: Donne and Herbert were ordained, 

Milton feared for his life after the Restoration, and Southwell was martyred as a Jesuit 

missionary.  But in the post-Reformation culture of controversy, in the absence (at least 

for Protestants) of clear interpretive authority and precedents, when heresy and 

heterodoxy had to be scrutinized and decided upon, even people with deep convictions 

had to read, interpret, and respond in an ever-changing intellectual landscape. 

Hutchinson was one of these people.  When I argue that her poetry is meditative, I 

do not wish to imply that she approached her initial meditations on the book of Genesis 

magisterially.  As she herself openly states, the private devotion that eventually produced 

Order and Disorder originated as a conscious effort to reform the erroneous patterns of 

thinking she developed while translating Lucretius.  Her meditation on Genesis was a 

sortie into the raucous world of hermeneutics as she uses her interpretation of one text 

(Genesis) to combat her interpretation of another (Lucretius).  However, because 

Hutchinson understood meditation as a transformative process, the mediation of 

scriptural truth to a prayerful mind in order rightly to understand the Bible and the God 

who inspired the Bible, the textual product of her meditations in Order and Disorder 

does claim make a claim certainty.  Having discerned what she regards as the truth about 

Creation and Providence through meditation, Hutchinson writes with less tension than 

that seen in Donne, perhaps because her task of separating Christian doctrine from 
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Epicurean philosophy admits a higher degree of resolution than Donne’s more 

complicated transition from Catholic to Protestant. 

In this chapter’s final section, I draw from Cummings and Young’s approaches to 

argue that Hutchinson’s meditative practice informed her textual production in the 1670s.  

As I do so, I challenge Goldberg’s claim that Hutchinson’s repudiation of Lucretius in 

Order and Disorder ultimately did not prove successful.  Both biographical and textual 

evidence, I suggest, indicate that Hutchinson experienced a significant spiritual 

transformation in the years following her husband’s death in 1664, which resulted in her 

thorough rejection of the ontological materialism found in De Rerum Natura.  As a 

preliminary to that argument, however, I show in the next section that Owen advanced an 

understanding of meditation that differs from the “Protestant meditation” described by 

Martz and Lewalski.  Because Owen, unlike Richard Baxter and Joseph Hall, conceives 

of meditation as pertaining primarily to the intellect, Hutchinson focuses her narrations 

on the intellectual content of her source instead of on the affective process related in 

devotional lyrics. 

 
John Owen and Meditation 

 
This dissertation is among the first to discuss what Owen wrote about meditation,5 

which is unsurprising, considering that he never addressed the topic on its own.  

Nevertheless, he refers to meditation constantly.  Consequently, I proceed by piecing 

together the various statements into a coherent description of the nature of meditation and 

the place it occupies in Owen’s theology. 6  Owen envisions meditation as a central part 

of everyday devotional practice, an essential habit of spirituality: meditation is a duty.  

Owen’s texts, especially those with generally devotional aims, abound with off-hand 
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references to meditation in short lists of the standard, basic duties that he assumes all 

Christians regularly fulfill.  For just one example, in A Treatise on the Dominion of Sin 

and Grace, Owen asserts that freedom, or liberty from sin, is “one of the principal ends 

of all our religious duties, — of prayer, of fasting, of meditation, of watchfulness unto all 

other duties of obedience; they are all designed to prevent and ruin the interest of sin in 

us” (Owen’s Works 7: 554).  Owen’s work contains scores of similar catalogues of duties.  

As a duty required of all Christians, then, meditation plays an important role in 

devotional life as a mediator of biblical truth to the intellect.  For Owen, though, 

meditation is not merely a habitual act of the intellect; it is a means by which his readers 

participate with the Holy Ghost in the process of sanctification.  More importantly, 

meditation’s intellectual nature makes it suitable for communing with God by 

understanding his mind and will.  Moreover, the possibility for such communion with 

God, which Owen regards as the apex and end of all human activity, makes meditation 

necessary to Owen’s covenant theology. 

I will begin fully to develop these claims by comparing Owen’s approach to 

meditation to that of a more familiar figure, Richard Baxter.7  The scholarly tradition 

concerned with meditative poetry largely derives its understanding of Protestant 

meditation from Baxter.  Although particular interpretations differ sharply, notably in 

Lewalski’s response to Martz, the hidden assumption is that Baxter’s teaching is 

representative of Protestants.  Owen and Baxter, however, have divergent understandings 

of meditation, particularly as regards its relation to faculty psychology: where Baxter 

emphasizes the affections, Owen emphasizes the intellect.  Predictably, the identification 

of meditation with the intellect contributed to Hutchinson’s narrative approach to 
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meditative poetry as she relates the content of her meditations.   A comparison of the two, 

then, will not only clarify Owen’s approach, but will also engage contemporary 

scholarship by adding Owen’s writings to the discussion of meditative poetry. 

 
Meditation and the Affections in Richard Baxter  
 

Baxter’s popularity among scholars likely results because he provided a lengthy, 

detailed exposition of what he called “heavenly contemplation” in the final book of The 

Saints Everlasting Rest.  Such a self-contained, explicit treatment of the subject permits 

analysis without the time-consuming work of reconstructing a coherent theory from 

Owen’s many diverse comments on meditation in unrelated works.  Nevertheless, 

Owen’s comments reveal important differences with The Saints Everlasting Rest.  Both 

theologians frequently resort to extended metaphors in their attempts to explain 

meditation in terms of Augustinian faculty psychology; perhaps such an approach is 

inevitable considering that meditation is an internalized process whose workings are 

physically imperceptible.  Significantly, though, Baxter and Owen implicate different 

faculties to explain what meditation is and how it works.  For Baxter, the instrumental 

cause of meditation is soliloquy, the intellect’s attempt to persuade the affections of the 

truth and beauty of God’s promises of future blessedness, while the final cause is the 

stirring of the affections to desire God, thereby setting the heart on heaven.8   

Furthermore, Baxter does not place nearly as much weight on the role of the Holy Spirit 

in meditation as Owen does.  In contrast, Owen describes meditation as an intellectual 

scrutiny of the Bible in which his readers join with the sanctifying work already begun by 

the Holy Spirit as they commune with God by discerning his mind and will as revealed in 

the Scriptures. 
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Baxter, whose colorful prose abounds with metaphors, uses a wide range of 

comparisons throughout his discussion of meditation.  Ingestion of food, drink, and air 

figures prominently among the various other metaphors.  The analogy between the 

spiritual and physical senses is ubiquitous in these comparisons: just as the body needs 

nourishment and delights in tasty food, so the soul receives strength and finds delight in 

God.  As Baxter begins his discussion of the internal process of meditation after several 

hundred pages of preliminaries, he describes the preceding pages as an appetizer, with the 

discussion of meditation as the feast itself, while also clearly identifying the relationship 

of the understanding and affection in the meditative process: 

all this hath been but to get thee an appetite; it follows now that thou 
approach unto the feast; that thou sit down and take what is offered, and 
delight thy soul as with marrow and fatness… The manna lieth about your 
tents; walk forth into the wilderness, gather it up, take it home, and feed 
upon it.  So that the remaining work is only to direct you how to use your 
understandings for the warming of your affections, and to fire your hearts 
by the help of your heads… (570) 
 

Baxter begins by explaining the instrumental cause of meditation, which is 

“ratiocination…or, if you will, call it consideration” (571).  Consideration begins in the 

memory, and Baxter uses the Augustinian commonplace of the memory, “which is the 

magazine or treasure of the understanding” (576) whence one must bring forth the object 

of meditation.  For Baxter’s purposes, meditation should focus on any doctrine related to 

salvation or future blessedness.  An entirely intellectual understanding of a doctrine is, in 

Baxter’s estimation, beside the point.  One meditates in order to become a good 

Christian, but simple intellection only makes one a good scholar (572).  Merely to learn 

and remember does not suffice; one must learn, remember, consider, and feel.  Therefore, 

meditation involves constant use of the understanding on the object with reference to 
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stirring the affections.  Again, Baxter employs an ingestive metaphor as he describes the 

relationship between the faculties: 

Man’s soul, as it receives and retains the ideas or shapes of things, so hath 
it a power to choose out any of these deposited ideas, and draw them forth, 
and act upon them again and again; even as a sheep can fetch up his meat 
for rumination: otherwise, nothing would affects us but while the sense is 
receiving it, and so we should be somewhat below the brutes. (571) 
 

 As one ruminates on spiritual truth, one extracts spiritual nourishment, as it were, and 

increases the possibility of transferring the truth from the intellect to the affect, or, as 

Baxter puts it, from the head to the heart.  The rumination—that is, intellective 

processing—constitutes the first step of meditation. 

Unfortunately, says Baxter, the transfer of the import of spiritual truth into the 

affections is extremely difficult, making a second step necessary.  Baxter sees the heart 

(which he associates with the affections) as a recalcitrant, obfuscating participant in 

meditation; he spends an entire chapter detailing the impediments that the heart poses to 

worthwhile meditation (615-20).  As a result, the head must persuade the heart of the 

value of the object of meditation; that is why the soliloquy, “a pleading the case with our 

own souls” (592), plays such an important role in Baxter’s approach to meditation.  In the 

soliloquy, the intellect attempts to persuade the heart to embrace the biblical truths about 

salvation and spiritual blessedness through “a preaching to one’s self” (593).  The 

comparison to preaching is important: a preacher is a rhetorician who very often attempts 

to persuade an audience to act or feel in accordance of what they already believe.  Thus, a 

soliloquizing Christian should imitate “the most affecting, heart-melting minister” in an 

attempt to stir his or her heart to follow a pre-existent understanding of truth.  In this 

sense, meditation mediates truth that is already stored in the memory from the intellect 
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into the affections.  Despite the difficulties, Baxter seems confident that the intellect has 

the necessary power to make durable changes to the affections by “the powerful 

imprinting of things in the heart” (571).  The intellect, for Baxter, can thus be considered 

the instrumental cause of meditation.  

Although the will necessarily participates in meditation, it plays only an ancillary 

role with two distinct functions.  The first is to choose which thoughts to pursue in 

meditation.  Some spiritually oriented thoughts are not freely chosen, as when the Holy 

Spirit convicts the soul of sin.  Heavenly meditation, however, must be freely chosen or it 

is of no value, but “though the will be here requisite, yet still consideration is the 

instrument of the work” (571).  The second function of the will in meditation is to refer 

the goodness of the object of meditation to the affections so that it might be desired.  Just 

as the intellect receives truth, so the will receives goodness.  The initial action of the soul 

in meditation is the intellective consideration of truth; once that is done, however, the will 

evaluates those aspects of truth which have direct bearing on the soul:  “If [the object of 

meditation] appear evil to us, then we nill it: but if it appear both good in itself, and to us, 

or suitable, then it provoketh the affection of love” (575, emphasis added).  The soliloquy 

is important partially because it allows the intellect to demonstrate to the will that 

theological truth is not only good in itself, but also good as it pertains to the meditating 

person.  Once that is done, the affections have been provoked to feel in accordance with 

the truth and goodness of the object of meditation, both as it is good in itself, and as it 

relates to the soul. 

Baxter, then,  regards the stirring of the affections as the final cause of meditation, 

and the efforts of the intellect and will are worthwhile only insofar as they incite the 
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affections to the love of God and his blessings.  While describing the process of 

meditation, he identifies a number of different affections and shows how they are stirred 

and what the effect of the stirring ought to be.   The effects are dependent on the relation 

between the soul and the object on which it meditates: 

If it appear evil to us, then we nill it: but if it appear both good in itself, 
and to us, or suitable, then it provoketh the affection of love.  If the good 
thus loved do appear as absent from us, then it exciteth the passion of 
desire.  If the good so loved and desired do appear possible and feasible in 
the attaining, then it exciteth the passion of hope, which is a compound of 
desire and expectation: when we look upon it as requiring our endeavour 
to attain it…then it provokes the passion of courage or boldness…Lastly, 
If this good be apprehended as present, then it provoketh to delight or 
joy…And this joy is the perfection of all the rest of the affections when it 
is raised on the full fruition of the good itself. (575) 
 

By doing these things, each affection fulfills its highest purpose by appreciating the good 

commensurate with its function.  These affections are hierarchical, each better than its 

predecessor, culminating in the actual (as opposed to already-experienced or still-

expected) joy of the good.  Joy and delight in God, earthly salvation, and heavenly 

benefits are the ultimate outcome envisioned by Baxter, and they are to be regarded as the 

best of pleasures: “When a Christian hath been tasting the hidden manna, and drinking of 

the streams of the paradise of God, what life doth this nectar and ambrosia put into him!” 

(497).  The classical reference to the food and drink of the gods suggests that the hidden 

manna and streams of paradise are not easily to be excelled. 

Baxter concludes his manual on meditation by exhorting his readers to implement 

what they have learned from the book into their own devotional life.  Central to his 

exhortation is his catalogue of ten dangers that might beset them who ignore Baxter’s 

teaching.  The contents of this list reveal the heart of his meditative program.  The final 

cause of meditation is to stir the affections to love the object best to which they are best 
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proportioned, thus fulfilling the meditator’s desires and appetites.  Here, Baxter warns his 

audience that the failure to fulfill desires and appetites with the best objects will result in 

fulfilling them with worse, sinful objects.  These desires and appetites might be physical: 

“it is the want of these heavenly delights in God that makes men so entertain the delights 

of the flesh.  This is the cause of most men’s voluptuousness and flesh-pleasing.”  

Nevertheless, they are not all merely corporeal.  In fact, the unfulfilled spiritual appetites 

pose a much more dangerous scenario to a Christian.  The failure to derive joy and 

delight from meditation “will damp, if not destroy, our very love to God,” and “total 

apostacy” is a likely outcome.  The reason is that “[a] man will hardly long hold on in a 

way that he hath no delight in…but, as a beast, if you drive him in a way that he would 

not go, will be turning out at every gap” (645-55).  The explicit analogy between the 

physical and spiritual appetites makes the metaphor of ingestion so apt for Baxter’s 

understanding of meditation: “As the body is apt to be changed into the temper of the air 

it breathes in, and the food it lives on, so will your spirits receive an alteration according 

to the objects which they are exercised about.  If your thoughts do feed on Christ and 

heaven, you will be heavenly; if they feed on earth, you will be earthly” (498).  As the 

food, so the body: as the meditation, so the soul, and this digestion, the most important 

part of meditation for Baxter, occurs in the faculty of the affections. 

 
Meditation and the Understanding in John Owen 
 

Owen’s understanding of meditation differs sharply from Baxter’s.  Whereas 

Baxter identifies the final cause of meditation with the stirring of the affections, Owen 

conceives of it as intellectual communion with God through the careful reading of 

Scripture.  Accordingly, Owen often uses the metaphor of sight to explain meditation.  



45 
 

Owen was undoubtedly drawing on the long theological tradition of comparing sight with 

the intake of truth.  Although there is abundant evidence to show the intellectualist nature 

of Owen’s theory of meditation apart from the image of truth as light, the metaphor is 

helpful.  For example, in Theologoumena Pantodapa, he explicitly refers to the 

traditional understanding: “veritas evangelica φώϛ est” ‘evangelical truth is light (phos)’ 

(Owen’s Works 17: 444).  And again, in Pneumatologia, Owen repeatedly refers to the 

distinction between “natural light” (truth available to all people, regardless of their 

spiritual status) and “spiritual light” (truth available only to those aided by the Holy 

Spirit).9  Consequently, when he describes meditation as seeing, Owen designates it as a 

primarily intellectual activity whose object is a clear understanding of truth.  Crucially, 

Owen’s understanding of meditation is much more likely to produce a poem such as 

Order and Disorder than Baxter’s: if meditation is primarily intellectual, then its results 

are fundamentally communicable in a way that stirred affections are not. 

Perhaps Owen’s most developed equation of meditation with looking occurs in a 

sermon concerning what he calls “the Lord’s Supper.”  While describing the use of 

meditation in self-preparation for the ordinance, Owen takes Zechariah 12:10, which 

reads, “They shall look upon him,” for his text.  The “him,” of course, refers to Christ.  

Owen continues: 

Meditation: “They shall look upon him;” this is not otherwise to be 
performed but by the meditation of faith.  Our looking upon Christ is by 
believing meditation.  Looking argues the fixing of the sight; and 
meditation is the fixing of faith in its actings.  Looking is a fixing of the 
eye; faith is the eye of the soul: and to look, is to fix faith in meditation. 
(Owen’s Works 9: 558)10 
 

The analogy between meditation and sight is unmistakable.  Owen’s congregants 

obviously cannot look at Christ’s physical body nor was it likely Owen would have 
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permitted representations of it through crucifixes or icons, given his distaste for 

outwardly ornate worship.11  But by faith, they can see Christ.  Or, in context of the rest 

of the sermon, they can come to an understanding of the benefits provided by Christ’s 

death and resurrection, which enables them to commune with him by an experimental 

knowledge of forgiven sins that touches the intellect, the affections and the will.  

Meditation, then, occurs in the intellect, impinging upon the other faculties, and aims 

towards communion with God. 

Owen expresses the link between the intellectual nature of meditation, 

communion with God, and inner transformation elsewhere.  In Meditations and 

Discourses on the Glory of Christ, he writes that 

if our future blessedness shall consist in being where he is, and beholding 
of his glory, what better preparation can there be for it than in a constant 
previous contemplation of that glory in the revelation that is made in the 
Gospel, unto this very end, that by a view of it we may be gradually 
transformed into the same glory? (Owen’s Works 1: 275) 
 

As becomes clear in the remainder of the treatise, Owen beholds Christ primarily by 

attending carefully to what is said about him in the Bible.  Again, beholding, or 

meditation, is primarily intellectual.  Later, I will consider Owen’s understanding of how 

and to what degree meditation’s intellectual nature permits it to have a transformative 

effect on the other faculties.  Meditation also has a transformative quality: those who 

meditate will be where Christ is, they will be transformed into his glory, and they will 

fulfill their highest end of communion with God by sharing his same glory.  As Owen 

writes elsewhere, the duty of meditation on Christ “lies at the foundation of all that 

blessed communion and intercourse that is between Jesus Christ and the souls of 
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believers” (Owen’s Works 7: 346-47, emphasis original).  Meditation, for Owen is a 

necessary component of a Christian’s communion with God. 

Furthermore, meditation occupies an important place in Owen’s theory of 

scriptural hermeneutics because of its participation in intellective processes.  In 

Pneumatologia, Owen attempts to define hermeneutics that will simultaneously avoid 

what he saw as the authoritarian interpretive control exerted by Catholic clergy and the 

highly subjective interpretive free-for-all legitimized by the Quaker doctrine of the Inner 

Light (Owen’s Works 4: 121-26).  To do so, he must impose some limitations while at the 

same time opening the hermeneutic field to all people.  He does this in part by 

distinguishing between the “spiritual means” and the “disciplinary means” of “the right 

interpretation of the Scripture” (Owen’s Works 4: 122).  The spiritual means include such 

things as are “prescribed unto us in a way of duty, as prayers, meditation on the word 

itself, and the like.”  Because they are duties, the spiritual means of interpretation are 

open to (indeed, required of) all Christians, regardless of their education or intellectual 

ability.  The implication is that each Christian has not only the right, but also the 

responsibility, to prayerfully and meditatively read and interpret Scripture.  Furthermore, 

these spiritual means are “absolutely necessary” to good hermeneutics; without them, not 

even the most intelligent and erudite theologian can rightly interpret the Bible (Owen’s 

Works 4: 199-200).  Again, Owen uses the metaphor of light: through meditation, the 

Holy Spirit illuminates the text to the prayerfully meditative reader.12  In fact, Owen goes 

so far as describing the spiritual means of interpretation as the “diligent reading of the 

Scripture, with a sedate, rational consideration of what we read” (Owen’s Works 4: 199).  

If meditation is not reading as such, it is clearly similar: the focused, attentive 
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consideration of the understanding on its object with a view to an intimately accurate 

knowledge.  All Christians are allowed and expected to read Scripture in this way.  Owen 

anticipates what he regards as poor interpretation and seeks to limit it by his discussion of 

the disciplinary means of interpretation.  As the term suggests, he envisions a “discipline” 

of interpretation, a consciously self-correcting class of vocational exegetes.  By pursuing 

historical and linguistic knowledge in order to more accurately understand God’s mind 

and will as expressed in the Bible as it would have originally been understood, Owen 

envisions that professional interpreters will be able to persuasively distinguish between 

good and bad interpretations.  However, disciplinary means such as knowledge of the 

Biblical languages are only subordinate supplements to the spiritual means.  Still, the fact 

that Owen argues that academic knowledge enhances prayerful meditation on Scripture 

again testifies to his notion of meditation as a process of the intellect; scholarly endeavor 

would hardly kindle the affections in meditation as envisioned by Baxter. 

Owen’s frequent use of the term “communion,” though, suggests that meditation 

is not simply a matter of dutiful human devotion: God is also implicated. Owen discusses 

the relationship between the inner renovation performed by the Holy Spirit and the 

intellective and affective faculties at length in The Grace and Duty of Being Spiritually 

Minded.13  There, Owen calls the Christian response to God within the covenant 

“spiritual mindedness” and describes it as a dynamic process apparently coterminous 

with sanctification.  Owen makes it clear that the “mindedness” in question does not refer 

to a strictly notional form of ratiocination; rather, it is “universal” in the sense that it 

comprehends all faculties, but especially the understanding and affections (Owen’s Works 

7: 269, 416-23),14 since Owen describes in detail the two basic components of spiritual 
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mindedness.  First, the understanding must be directed to “things spiritual and heavenly” 

and second, through the affections, the mind “adheres and cleaves unto spiritual things” 

(Owen’s Works 7: 270, emphasis original). 

Neither component, Owen claims, can possibly occur naturally: the regeneration 

of the nature of the faculties by the Holy Spirit must necessarily predate any human 

alteration of their direction or works.  On one hand, the understanding will not think and 

meditate on spiritual things unless it first loves them.  On the other hand, the affections 

cannot be directed to God himself by the understanding for more than a short while 

before returning to their prior loves.  Although Owen leaves room for “habitual change” 

in the affections as they are directed by the thoughts and meditations of the intellect, he 

insists that such a change can only be temporary (Owen’s Works 7: 413-15). Only with 

the universal renovating work of the Holy Spirit (i.e., sanctification) can both faculties 

fulfill their ends by communing with God in their distinct ways: the affections by 

delighting in the infinite beauty of God, the intellect by understanding the mind and will 

of God by thought and meditation.15  All such renovation is initiated by the Holy Spirit, 

and it is inevitably universal because “[w]hen we say that we are sanctified in part only, 

we do not say that any part, power, or faculty of the soul is unsanctified, but only that the 

work is not absolutely perfect in any of them” (Owen’s Works 7: 418, emphasis original).  

No intellectual renovation goes unaccompanied by voluntary or affective renovation; it is 

all of a piece, unilaterally instigated by the Holy Spirit and continued by reciprocal 

obedience by the Christian. 

Owen’s crucial point about the reciprocal communion between God and the 

Christian in meditation has not always been fully appreciated.  Kelly M. Kapic claims 
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that Owen’s use of faculty psychology gives the intellect a privileged place among the 

faculties, which is why an intellectual act such as meditation ultimately involves the 

range of the faculties.  In this respect, according to Kapic, Owen presupposes an 

“Aristotelian psychological ordering” (48) in which the intellect is the leader of the 

faculties; where it goes, they follow.  In the process of sanctification, then, the mind is 

renewed first, and the will and affections follow.  Kapic quotes Owen’s remarks from 

Pneumatologia: “Nothing in the soul, nor the will and the affections, can will, desire, or 

cleave unto any good, but what is presented unto them by the mind” (Owen’s Works 3: 

281).  For Kapic, the function and importance of meditation was not diminished by the 

Fall to the extent that the affections and the will here.  Since the intellect directs the other 

faculties, once it has been regenerated and sanctified, they will be as well.  As Kapic 

writes: 

The other faculties depend upon the mind to ensure good for the whole 
person.  Once the mind goes astray, the other faculties inevitably turn from 
God and toward further degeneration…without the right object in mind, 
all efforts at moral improvement will be like arrows shot haphazardly into 
the air, completely missing the target …Christians have the joy and 
responsibility of renewing their minds through communion with God.  
With regeneration, the Spirit works to transform a person’s mind, 
eventually renovating his or her entire being…In this transformation of the 
mind, one seeks to renew the image and prepare for eternal communion 
with God… (48-49) 
 

Although Kapic recognizes communion with God as the final cause of meditation in 

Owen’s conception, he overestimates Owen’s understanding of the intellect’s control 

over the other faculties.  He does not quote the following remark by Owen: 

Affections are in the soul as the helm in the ship; if it be laid hold on by a 
skillful hand, he turneth the whole vessel which way he pleaseth.  If God 
hath the powerful hand of grace on our affections, he turns our souls unto 
a compliance with his institutions…And when the world hath the hand on 
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our affections, it turns the mind, with the whole industry of the soul, unto 
its interest and concern. (Owen’s Works 7: 397).   
 

Owen understands the faculties as convertible with each other, with a certain amount of 

fluidity in their roles, without an obvious priority of any one of them.  Kapic has already 

acknowledged this with regard to the will (50).  For Owen, even though meditation 

clearly pertains to the intellect, it cannot guide the will and affect in the absence of the 

universal regeneration being carried out independently by the Holy Spirit.  All the effects 

of meditation are derived by cooperative work with the Holy Spirit and progressively 

made apparent in all the faculties together. 

Owen explicitly clarifies this point as he implicitly challenges Baxter’s position 

regarding the relationship between renovation and the intellect and affections.  Baxter 

assumes that the intellect, complemented by the will, can direct the affections through 

deliberate meditation on heavenly things, mediated to the affections by the soliloquy.  In 

Baxter’s formulation, the process of meditation occurs primarily in the intellect, assisted 

by the will, but primarily takes effect in the affections: thus meditation becomes “getting 

and keeping the heart in heaven.”  Owen, in contrast, would call this a habitual formation, 

and implicitly suggests that Baxter’s position simplistically underestimating the effects of 

the Fall on the affections.  While Owen concedes that such a habitual formation of the 

affections might have some value, he asserts that it only can alter the direction, but not 

the nature, of the affections.  He likens the unregenerate faculties to trained beasts: 

though a wolf cub can be tamed, it is always in danger of sudden reversion to its natural 

condition.  But God’s grace can change a beast’s nature so that the wolf can lie down 

with the lamb (Owen’s Works 7: 414-15).  So while Owen admits the process outlined by 

Baxter, he insists on the necessary precursor of gracious renovation by the Holy Spirit.  
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By doing so, he preserves God’s unilateral instigation and fulfillment of the covenant 

along with humanity’s reciprocal participation, a concept which, as I show in Chapter 

Three, plays an important role in Owen’s covenant theology.  He also complicates both 

Baxter and Kapic’s accounts of the faculties by insisting on the universality of 

renovation, for if sanctification is a free gift from God enacted by the Holy Spirit upon all 

faculties of the soul, then the intellect does not take the leading role which Baxter and 

Kapic give it.  Instead, Owen seems to put all faculties on an even footing, each one 

leading the others at various times as required by the particular situation, insofar as they 

have been sanctified by the Holy Spirit. 

At this point, I can finally attempt to define meditation in accordance with what 

Owen has written.  Meditation is the attentive focusing of the intellect upon its object in 

order to obtain as accurate an understanding as the meditator’s ability permits, with a 

view to communion with God.  Meditation upon Christ and the Bible is furthermore a 

duty imposed upon Christians as a means of communing with God by understanding his 

mind and will as it is revealed in the Bible.  Meditation is constrained by and subject to 

the effects of sin and, apart from the internal illumination of the Holy Spirit, does not 

fulfill its purpose.  Finally, meditation, when done under the guidance of the Holy Spirit 

and in context of the universal renovation that he instigates, has a transformative quality.  

The next step of the inquiry is to situate what Owen has to say about meditation within 

his theology as a whole. 

 
Meditation and John Owen’s Covenant Theology 
 

Although Owen did not devote an entire work to meditation, his failure to do so 

does not imply that the topic held only minor importance in his overall theological 
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system.  On the contrary, it is a necessary and irreplaceable component.  Certainly, 

meditation does not receive the same intense scrutiny that doctrines such as Scripture, 

God, justification, or the covenant.  But meditation for Owen is not a question of theoria 

but of praxis.  Owen consistently describes meditation instrumentally: it is a duty the 

practice of which promotes sanctity, it is a means of understanding the mind and will of 

God.  A scholastic might say that where doctrines such as justification pertain to the 

speculative intellect, meditation pertains to the practical intellect.  So the real importance 

of meditation in Owen’s system is not its divine content but rather its practical intent.  As 

such, meditation does not receive extensive speculative examination.  However, 

meditation is a necessary instrument, since it mediates doctrinal truth to the intellects of 

individual Christians, so that truth can exert its sanctifying power.  Christians who do not 

direct their meditation to proper spiritual objects are hindered in their understanding of 

God and his works as revealed in Scripture and seen in the world.  Thus, their 

communion with him is hindered.  In other words, Owen conceives of meditation as a 

mediator between doctrine and devotion: an indispensible tool by which doctrine guides 

devotion and devotion enacts doctrine. 

In Chapter Three, I demonstrate that Owen’s theological framework is covenantal.  

Although this is not the place for a full discussion of Owen’s version of covenant 

theology, a brief overview will enable a clearer understanding of what makes meditation 

so important in that system.  Reformed scholastic theologians commonly conceived of 

the covenant as being simultaneously unilateral and bilateral.  As leading historian of 

theology Richard A. Muller writes, a number of post-Reformation theologians taught “a 

unilaterally bestowed covenant of grace and at the same time (without either apparent 
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contradiction or internal tension) argued a bilateral character of covenant once bestowed, 

according to which human beings were called on to act responsibly before God” (After 

Calvin 12-13).  Owen clearly follows this schema, arguing that God instigates and fulfills 

the covenant, but that humans should respond to him obediently.  So when Owen 

designates meditation as a duty, he implicitly acknowledges that it is required by the 

bilateral nature of covenant.  In fact, he cites Deuteronomy 6:20-23, with its palpable 

covenantal implications, as the first of God’s commands that Christians should read and 

meditate on the Bible (Owen’s Works 16.448).  Meditation on the Scripture is a primary, 

though not the only, way that humans keep their covenant with God.  Meditation is 

necessary to Owen’s understanding of covenant theology in the sense that the covenant 

itself explicitly commands it. 

But Owen’s understanding of the position of meditation within the covenant goes 

deeper than obedience.  Meditation is not only demanded by the covenant as a duty, it is 

also instrumental in allowing the individual Christian to enjoy the benefits unilaterally 

offered by God through Christ in the covenant.  The fundamental assumption of covenant 

theology is that God makes covenants with people in order that they might have 

communion with him.  As such, a covenant is the formal structure within which people 

fulfill their highest proper end by communing with God.  Owen writes that “Ipse Deus” 

‘God himself’ is “[p]ræmium...pœnam primo fœderi annexa” ‘the reward annexed to the 

first covenant’ and all subsequent covenants (Owen’s Works 17: 43).   As I shall show in 

Chapter Three, Owen envisions all communion with God as occurring under the rubric of 

the covenant of grace, which implies a knowledge of God available only by divine 

revelation.  Owen argues that God had always planned for such knowledge  to be 
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mediated by meditation, stating that though Adam was created with a natural knowledge 

of God which was strengthened by external revelation, “ex consideratione operum Dei 

indies augendum est” ‘it was to be augmented from day to day by meditation on God’s 

work’ (Owen’s Works 17: 39, emphasis added).   The placement of meditation under the 

covenant of works is crucial, showing that he understood meditation as a fundamental 

aspect of human communion with God within the covenantal framework and without 

necessary reference to the Fall.  Furthermore, Owen’s definition of meditation as one of 

the spiritual means for understanding the mind and will of God as revealed in Scripture 

implies intellectual communion with God.  That is, as the Christian meditates on 

Scripture, he or she communes with God by better understanding of who he is and what 

he does; this process is also conducive to the renovation of the faculties by the Holy 

Spirit.  Thus meditation, when considered as intellective attentiveness to Scripture, 

operates within the framework of the covenant and is oriented towards achieving its 

greatest purpose, allowing the meditating Christian to intellectually commune with God 

in a way that leads to a “universal” communion that comprehends all the faculties. 

There remains one feature of Owen’s conception of meditation to be dealt with.  

Owen consistently argues that the object of meditation should be commensurate with the 

spiritual state of the one who is meditating.  That is, there is no nicely ordered canon of 

texts for meditation: each person ought to meditate in accordance with his or her own 

spiritual needs.  For instance, Owen’s sermon about the Lord’s Supper advises his 

congregation to choose the objects of their meditation with a view to the transformation 

of their current spiritual state.  He advises them to allow their “peculiar meditation be 

regulated by [their] peculiar present condition.”  For example, if “the soul is pressed with 
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a sense of the guilt of any sin…let the preparative meditation be fixed upon the grace of 

God, and upon the love of Jesus Christ, that are suited to give relief unto the soul in such 

a condition” (Owen’s Works 9: 560–61, emphasis original).  Elsewhere, he writes of the 

perennial problem Christians have with feelings of guilt for sin of which they have 

repented, and he urges his reader to address those feelings by meditating on the 

redemptive work of Christ.  His analysis of the inner workings of an anxious heart is 

astute, but the key feature I want to emphasize is the suggestion that a Christian ought to 

use meditation as an instrument to resolve important spiritual problems by working them 

out with God:  

In meditation: the heart goes over, in its own thoughts, the [considerations 
of sin], sometimes severally, sometimes jointly, sometimes fixing 
primarily on one thing, sometimes on another, and sometimes going over 
the whole.  At one time, the soul is most upon consideration of its own 
sinfulness, and filling itself with shame and self-abhorrency on that 
account; sometimes it is filled with the thoughts of the righteousness of 
Christ, and with joy unspeakable and glorious on that account.  Especially 
on great occasions, then the soul goes over the whole work, and so drives 
things to an issue with God, and takes up the peace that Christ hath 
wrought out for him. (Owen’s Works 2: 197, emphasis original) 
 

As I argue in the next section, Hutchinson tailored her meditations to suit her particular 

spiritual situation.  She did not choose Genesis as the text for extended meditation on a 

whim.  Rather, she believed that her conception of Creation and Providence had been 

rendered inadequate to the realities of those doctrines as revealed in the Bible by her 

study of Lucretius.  Consequently, she suited her “peculiar meditation” to her “peculiar 

present condition” by selecting a part of Scripture that directly addresses those 

deficiencies she perceived as most serious.  Thus, I contend, she “drove things to an issue 

with God” as she intentionally pursued intellectual communion with his mind and will 

concerning Creation and Providence as revealed in Genesis. 
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Meditation in Order and Disorder and Hutchinson’s 1670s Prefatory Material 
 

In this section, I argue that Hutchinson’s conception of meditation resembled 

Owen’s, and that she regarded the poem as the textual product of her private meditations.  

To that end, I show how the Preface to Order and Disorder, along with the letter 

dedicating her translation of De Rerum Natura to Annesley, suggest that Hutchinson’s 

meditations on Genesis led to her firm rejection of Lucretian atomism.  Moreover, I assert 

that the composition of Order and Disorder coincided with a period of significant 

development in her doctrinal education and devotional practice.  If these claims are 

sound, then Hutchinson’s perceived correction of Lucretian error with biblical truth can 

be seen as the fundamental intellectual context of Order and Disorder.  As I show in 

Chapters Four—Seven, Hutchinson’s attempt to narrate Genesis in terms of what she 

regarded as true theology ultimately proved successful, as her major arguments are 

consistent with Owen’s covenant theology. 

Hutchinson was part of Joseph Caryl’s Independent congregation in Leadenhall 

Street, which, upon Caryl’s death in 1673, merged with Owen’s congregation.  She very 

probably met Owen around that time through a number of mutual friends in the 

congregation, which Norbrook describes as “something of a centre for Puritans nostalgic 

for the ‘good old cause’” (Order and Disorder xix)  They also had connections outside 

the conventicle,16 so they may have known each other earlier.  Additionally, Owen’s 

pastoral theology assumes that a good pastor has intimate knowledge of the spiritual 

condition of his flock, assuming that his pastoral duties would have brought him into 

conversation with Hutchinson at some point reasonable.17  Even if they were not 
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personally acquainted, Hutchinson would have been aware of Owen’s reputation before 

he assumed the pastorate of the congregation. 

While the passage of time has obscured the precise nature of their relationship, 

Owen’s arrival in Caryl’s old congregation was quickly followed by significant events in 

Hutchinson’s writing career.  He became the pastor in 1673.  That same year, Hutchinson 

began to translate Theologoumena Pantodapa, Owen’s lengthy discussion of covenant 

theology; she also probably composed most of Order and Disorder at that same time, 

when Owen’s arguments would have been fresh in her mind.  Two years later, she sent 

her translation of Lucretius to the Earl of Anglesey with its dedication resembling 

Owen’s Epistle to the Reader, and three years after that, she had revised Order and 

Disorder, had the manuscript copied, and had it published.  Owen’s theology certainly 

seems to have provided Hutchinson with a powerful means of articulating her recent 

spiritual and intellectual experiences. 

Before proceeding further, however, I want to clarify the nature of the relationship 

between Owen’s theology (including his discussions of both covenant and meditation) 

and Hutchinson’s poetry.  Gregory Machacek’s use of the distinction between synchronic 

and diachronic intertextuality proves useful in this respect.  For Machacek, diachronic 

intertextuality is the study of the relations between texts, usually a chronologically prior 

text and a later text that in some way harkens back to the prior text.  Machacek 

concentrates on allusions: his work focuses on how Milton alludes to Homer in order to 

achieve what is now called canonicity by using Homer’s prestige in seventeenth-century 

England.  Nevertheless, he identifies several other forms of diachronic intertextuality: 

“parody, cento, the strategies by which a work establishes itself within a particular genre 
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or tradition, the direct answering by which works such as Marlowe’s “Nymph’s Reply to 

the Shepherd” responds to some antecedent literary work” (23).  Although Machacek 

does not make this point, diachronic intertextuality need not be restricted to literary 

works: this very text, of the decidedly non-literary genre of a dissertation, responds to a 

number of antecedent works, literary and non-literary.  The same follows for any number 

of literary texts responding to other texts (Chaucer’s Clerk with his volumes of Aristotle 

serves as one of countless examples): overt diachronic relations quite plainly exist 

between any number of texts regardless of their literary status.  In contrast, Machacek’s 

understanding of synchronic intertextuality follows Julia Kristeva and Jonathan Culler’s 

understanding of intertextuality as a semiotic network of cultural, linguistic, and 

signifying practices in which meaningful discourse occurs.  Synchronic intertextuality, 

then, is “not so much a study of the relations between texts as a study of the semantic and 

cultural presuppositions that lie between two texts and allow both of them to have the 

meaning that they do” (21, emphasis original).  New historicist criticism often identifies 

synchronic intertextuality as the historical moment, that collection of events and texts 

from a particular slice of time that form the discursive space which the critic illuminates.  

Both synchronic and diachronic intertextuality, I argue, exist between Owen and 

Hutchinson. 

A significant amount of textual evidence shows strong diachronic intertextuality 

between Owen and Hutchinson’s understanding of covenant theology.  Hutchinson 

closely studied Theologoumena Pantodapa about the time that she was composing Order 

and Disorder.  Theologoumena Pantodapa is prior to Order and Disorder in that it was 

published over a decade before Hutchinson began working on the bulk of Order and 



60 
 

Disorder, as well as in that the treatise provides a hermeneutical approach to some of the 

events in Genesis narrated in the poem.  Theologoumena Pantodapa informs Order and 

Disorder’s understanding of covenantal theology, while Order and Disorder transforms 

Theologoumena Pantodapa’s theological discourse into poetic narrative.  Each glosses 

the other.  Furthermore, the relation of various points of time to each other is an 

important factor in the interplay between the two texts.  In 1672, Hutchinson looks back 

to Theologoumena Pantodapa (1661) as she deals with issues raised by her translation of 

De Rerum Natura (1650s), a text which itself has a long and complex history in 

seventeenth-century England (and long before).  Similarly, Owen seems to have been 

provoked to write Theologoumena Pantodapa in part by the challenges to his 

understanding of Christian orthodoxy raised by contemporary thinkers such as Hobbes 

and the Socinians.  Moreover, Theologoumena Pantodapa participates in the well-

established Reformed tradition of theological prolegomena, by which theologians set out 

their presuppositions, principles, and methodologies.18  The past of Hutchinson and 

Owen’s texts is important, for both respond to earlier texts in important ways.  The 

diachronic intertextuality, then, occurs not only between Hutchinson and Owen, but also 

between them and a variety of responses to powerful threats to their theological 

convictions.  Hutchinson’s understanding of covenant in Order and Disorder makes 

sense only in terms of the earlier arguments that help to form the intellectual landscape of 

her historical moment. 

A different dynamic is at work in Hutchinson’s understanding of meditation.  

Here, synchronic intertextuality is at work.  Both Hutchinson and Owen inhabit a 

relatively small discursive space within the broader seventeenth-century English context: 
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they shared the same church, similar theological beliefs and political convictions, and a 

number of friends and associates.  Of course, since it is uncertain if that they met in 

person, and since Owen did not become Hutchinson’s pastor until 1673, when he was 57 

and she was 53, and I do not argue for a causal relation between any of their various 

affinities.  I simply claim co-incidence, that they came to those affinities independent of 

each other.  Hutchinson may not have appropriated her ideas about meditation from 

Owen, despite the obvious similarities; rather, both Hutchinson and Owen likely acquired 

them from the synchronic discursive space of the Independent devotional life in which 

they both participated.  For example, Joseph Caryl, the previous pastor of the Leadenhall 

Street congregation, was extensively involved with Owen in ecclesiological affairs; they 

were co-signatories of at least five letters written by Independent ministers to various 

official bodies.  The preaching Hutchinson would have heard from Caryl or other 

Independent pastors would have been theologically similar to Owen, so that Owen and 

Hutchinson plausibly learned from Caryl under different circumstances.  Even though I 

do not regard Owen as a “source” for Hutchinson’s understanding of meditation, I still 

view his work as of great hermeneutic value to the study of Order and Disorder, since he 

explicates the theory informing Hutchinson’s practice. 

 
Hutchinson’s Account of the Intellectual Context of Order and Disorder 
 

The momentous opening sentence of Hutchinson’s Preface to the five cantos of 

Order and Disorder published in 1679 (the only part of the work published in her 

lifetime) is routinely hacked to bits and quoted in part by scholars, each according to his 

or her own particular emphasis, a course of action often necessitated by the sheer expanse 

of the thing.  The entirety of the sentence, however, articulates a number of the 
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assumptions and concerns underlying Hutchinson’s overarching project in Order and 

Disorder, so I shall fully replicate it here: 

These meditations were not at first designed for public view, but fixed 
upon to reclaim a busy roving thought from wandering in the pernicious 
and perplexed maze of human inventions; whereinto the vain curiosity of 
youth had drawn me to consider and translate the account some old poets 
and philosophers give of the original of things: which though I found it 
blasphemously against God, and brutishly below the reason of a man, set 
forth by some erroneously, imperfectly and uncertainly by the best; yet it 
had filled my brain with such foolish fancies, that I found it necessary to 
have recourse to the fountain of Truth, to wash out all ugly wild 
impressions, and fortify my mind with a strong antidote against all the 
poison of human wit and wisdom that I had been dabbling withal. (3) 
 

The subject of the first clause of this sentence, “These meditations” takes two verbs, 

which together tell a brief tale of origins.  The first, “were not designed,” is negatory: the 

current public dimension of these meditations is not original; these meditations were born 

of a private purpose, and only later did they seek a broader audience by publication.  The 

second verb, “[were] fixed upon,” asserts the original telos of these meditations: 

Hutchinson chose them in order to reclaim “a busy roving thought.”  The fixity of 

meditation is opposed by the “maze of human inventions” replicated in the sentence 

structure, which perplexes by its length, repeated shifts in focus, and pronouns wandering 

far from their antecedents, as much as “the account some old poets give…of the original 

of things,” by which Hutchinson means Lucretius’ Epicurean epic, De Rerum Natura, 

once perplexed Hutchinson herself as she translated it.  Like Hutchinson’s thought, the 

grammatical tension of the sentence only begins to resolve into calm understanding when 

the reader finally encounters the “fountain of Truth,” that object of meditation which 

restores order to the disorder of Hutchinson’s error by expunging her “wit and wisdom” 

of Lucretius’ pernicious influence.  Thus, meditation assumes the weighty tasks of inner 
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purification and intellectual healing. Hutchinson’s private meditations on the book of 

Genesis began to correct her erroneous understanding of Creation and Providence.  Once 

all the “ugly wild impressions” had been washed out of her mind, she offers her 

meditations to the world to prevent her translation of De Rerum Natura from similarly 

infecting other people. 

The poem’s full title is Order and Disorder: Or, the World Made and Undone.  

Being Meditations Upon the Creation and the Fall; As it is Recorded in the Beginning of 

Genesis.   With the word “meditations,” Hutchinson claims the poem as the textual 

product of her private meditations.19  If her use of the being verb to equate Order and 

Disorder with Meditations Upon the Creation and  the Fall is not sufficiently clear, the 

equation is highlighted typographically on the title page, where “Meditations” appears 

big, bold, and right in the middle.  Meditations are, both literally and metaphorically, 

central to the work.  In first two words of the Preface, Hutchinson again refers to the 

poem as “[t]hese meditations (3).  Just as John Milton had used prefatory material in the 

second edition of Paradise Lost five years earlier to announce that the poem was to be 

read as an inheritor of a long European tradition of the “Heroic Poem” (Riverside Milton 

352), Hutchinson is claiming that her poem should be read in terms of a private 

devotional encounter with Scripture.  The importance of words “[t]hese meditations” 

cannot be underestimated, as they capture Hutchinson’s sense of what the poem is. 

Hutchinson’s description in the Preface of her motivation for writing Order and 

Disorder might be entitled “A Tale of Two Texts,” although it is more reminiscent of 

Spenser’s exemplary tale of Redcrosse Knight fighting Error and the vomitous mass of 

wicked books and the flood of poisonous, inky blood in the Wandering Wood than it is 
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prescient of Dickens.  Hutchinson offers a sedate reprisal of Redcrosse’s struggle: with 

the same naiveté as the inexperienced Redcrosse, she is led into a daunting maze by 

Lucretius’ erroneous opinions, where she drinks from a poisoned well, only to be brought 

back to health by the Word of God.  While there is little evidence to indicate that 

Hutchinson might have read Spenser, the similarity of the two narratives is instructive.  

Redcrosse’s encounter with Error is a cunningly externalized representation of the inner 

conflict that reported by Hutchinson: in Spenser, Redcrosse and Archimago take the 

place of weak readers and morally corrupt writers, while swords and scrolls take the 

place of godly interpretation, noxious misinterpretation, and the worrisome proliferation 

of questionable texts through the printing press.  For Redcrosse, interpretation is a matter 

of life and death.  For Hutchinson, the stakes are equally high, though removed from the 

clamor of battle to the presumably quieter places where she read.  In her account, nothing 

less than communion with God is at issue, and she dissuades her readers from risking 

what she herself had previously risked so that “they find not themselves without God in 

the world, adoring figments of their own brains, instead of the living and true God” (4).  

Devotional experience is textual; the stability and wandering, health and nausea, order 

and disorder of Hutchinson’s piety is mediated by her understanding of books, whether 

inspired by God or invented by humans. 

If devotional experience is textual, the converse is also true, and textual 

experience is devotional.  At least that is the impression Hutchinson intends to give in the 

Preface by unfolding an instructively selective version of the history of Order and 

Disorder.  In the Preface’s story, translating De Rerum Natura is the conflict, meditating 

on the Bible is the climax, and writing Order and Disorder is the resolution which brings 
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the written outcome of her meditative labors.  This history begins in Hutchinson’s 

younger days, when, led by foolish curiosity, she translated all of Lucretius’ De Rerum 

Natura into English.  She found the Epicurean atomism contained in the epic to be at 

once intriguing and inimical to her Christian faith by militating against the “revelation 

God gives of himself and his operations in his Word.”  Only later did a return to the 

revealed Word begin to counteract her dabbling in the human word.  Hutchinson’s 

meditations on the Bible proved far more than merely corrective, though; they 

precipitated a deeply religious experience. She claims to have found “full and various 

delight in following Truth” and hopes that her reader 

be as much affected and stirred up in the reading as [Hutchinson was] in 
the writing, to admire the glories and excellencies of our great Creator, to 
fall low before him, in the sense of our own vileness, and to adore his 
power, his wisdom, and his grace, in all his dealings with the children of 
men. (4) 
 

As she read, she worshipped.  And as she worshipped, she wrote.  Authentic spiritual 

experience undergirds the poem: Hutchinson states, “I have not studied to utter anything 

that I have not really taken in,” and invokes the inexpressibility topos to add that the 

narrowness of language prevents her from adequately conveying “the least of those 

wonders [her] soul hath been ravished with in the contemplation of God and his works” 

(5). 

Although her meditations placed her face to face to God, as it were, they did not 

occur in a state of isolation.  Rather, the work which she has perhaps “weakly composed” 

is “a consenting testimony with the whole Church, to the mighty and glorious truths of 

God,” a “harmony in confession and celebration of that all-creating, all-sustaining God, 

to whom be all honour and glory for ever and ever” (5).  Thus, meditation connects the 
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reading, the writing, and the worship by mediating between the reader, the book, and the 

writer or, in the case of the Bible, between the Christian, the Word of God, and God 

himself.  As Hutchinson meditates, she communes with God, gains a truer understanding 

of the Bible and the world, and translates her new understanding into a book of her own.  

And through this remarkable transformative journey, she transcends the private purpose 

for “these meditations”: despite their origins as a humble devotional endeavor, their 

participation in the tradition of the broader Church makes them medically useful to others 

who may have ingested what Lucretius and similar writers say about God’s work in the 

world. 

Such, at least, is the official story.  After all, the Preface to Order and Disorder is 

still only a preface, a condensed and selective interpretive guide for the poem’s reader.  

Even granting a writer’s most honest intentions, prefaces are notoriously unreliable, since 

for every one thing said, ten things remain unsaid.  By its very nature, a preface omits, 

and by omitting, misdirects and obscures.  Moreover, writers often misdirect by design, 

perhaps to evade censors, perhaps to render unpalatable ideas a little less distasteful, 

perhaps to bolster their own reputations.  The fact that Hutchinson published Order and 

Disorder anonymously is significant: considering that her husband was imprisoned (on 

the strength of dubious evidence) for involvement in a plot against Charles II, some of the 

political views expressed in the poem would have been inexpedient, to say the least.  She 

certainly had good reason to conceal certain facts, and she had almost certainly written 

dishonestly before.20  To take Hutchinson’s words at face value, especially in a genre as 

slippery as a Preface, can potentially lead to wrong readings.   
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Discerning which form of misdirection is at work in which parts of Hutchinson’s 

preface can be a difficult enterprise.  In some places, she consciously misdirects her 

readers by her use of rhetorical commonplaces such as the modesty and 

incomprehensibility topoi.  As noted before, she claims that language is inadequate to 

express the realities of her meditative experience.  She furthermore pretends that her 

poem has “no elevations of style, no charms of language” while at the same time adroitly 

imbuing her sentences with intricately balanced structure.  As Norbrook’s footnote dryly 

remarks, “her profession of complete plainness is not to be taken too literally” (5).  In 

other places, however, Hutchinson’s attempts at misdirection are more than the 

conventional rhetoric of prefaces.  In at least one instance, if she does not outright lie, she 

at least verges on dishonesty by claiming that her translation of Lucretius was a function 

of the “vain curiosity of youth” when it seems more likely that she undertook the work in 

her thirties.  Hutchinson’s mischaracterization of her age reflects Lucretius’ declining 

reputation in the years after the Restoration.  As Barbour and Norbrook have shown, 

Lucretius experienced a certain degree of social acceptability in the 1650s, or roughly 

when Hutchinson was translating De Rerum Natura.  But twenty-odd years later, when 

Hutchinson was translating Owen’s Theologoumena Pantodapa and working on Order 

and Disorder, Lucretius had again fallen into disrepute among people who, like 

Hutchinson and Owen, were uneasy about the theological implications of the ontological 

materialism present in De Rerum Natura.21  Hutchinson seems to have been following an 

established path of relegating Lucretian interests to a distant past of youthful folly in 

order to preserve her reputation as a mature and respectable adult.22  The clear 

exaggeration of her youth serves to distance her from her previous translation while 
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simultaneously emphasizing how meditation on Scripture had purified her understanding 

of God and his works. 

These instances where Hutchinson deliberately attempts to misdirect her readers 

should not obscure the overarching argument of her Preface.  A certain amount of verbal 

thimble-shifting is conventional in any preface, and the addition of an edgy figure such as 

Lucretius, with his challenging theological, political, and moral valences contributes to 

the mix.  However, once such matters have been accounted for, Hutchinson’s claims 

about the origin of the poem in her meditations on the Genesis account of Creation and 

Providence must be taken seriously.  As I argue, the rhetorical designs of Order and 

Disorder ought to be understood in context of Hutchinson’s religious beliefs and 

practices in the 1670s when she was at work on the poem.23  The considerable body of 

evidence about her religious life at the time strongly suggests that Order and Disorder 

represents Hutchinson’s theologically sophisticated poetic engagement with 

contemporary versions of the materialistic ontology asserted by Lucretius. 

Currently, scholars are unsure of the precise date of Hutchinson’s translation of 

Lucretius, but she most likely worked on it during the late 1650s (Hutchinson’s Works 1: 

xxiii-xxviii).  She was an active participant in cultural and intellectual life during that 

time, with a wide circle of stimulating friends, associates, and influences.  Near the 

beginning of the decade, her portrait was taken by Robert Walker, in which (in an 

ambivalent gesture) she holds a wreath of laurel in her hand, as if she is worthy to hold, 

but too humble to wear, the glory of a poet.24   At about the same time, as Jerome De 

Groot has shown, Hutchinson was collecting and transmitting a variety of texts in a 

manuscript commonplace book, a process that involved her copying by hand extensive 
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portions of John Denham’s translation of Virgil’s Aeneid.25  Also, contemporary poets 

such as Alexander Brome were aware that Hutchinson was in the process of translating 

De Rerum Natura; he was the recipient of a 1658 poem by Sir Alexander Cockayne, who 

encourages him to finish his own translation of Lucretius before “a Lady [at] the same 

designe”  (Hutchinson’s Works 1: xxiii).  Hutchinson’s labors were known beyond her 

immediate family to at least a few people in a wider intellectual circle, which suggests 

that she may have circulated a manuscript of her translation. 

If Hutchinson did some point circulate such a manuscript, or even passages from 

it, she would have been justified to fear an unauthorized copy.26  Indeed, when she 

dedicated the translation of Lucretius to Annesley, she claims that all six books of her 

translation “by misfortune bene gone out of [her] hands in one lost copie” (De Rerum 

Natura 23). Barbour and Norbrook claim there is “no evidence that the ‘lost 

copie’…went into circulation” (1: cxxii), but Hutchinson was under the impression that it 

did.  Whether or not the copy went into circulation is irrelevant, since Hutchinson’s 

anxiety seems to have had a real effect on her writing and decisions about publication.27  

After all, Hutchinson claims that she published Order and Disorder in order to counter 

the possible publication of her translation: 

Lest that arrive by misadventure, which never shall by my consent, that 
any of the puddled water my wanton youth drew from the profane Helicon 
of ancient poets should be sprinkled about the world, I have for prevention 
sent forth this essay; with a profession that I disclaim all doctrines of God 
and his works, but what I learnt out of his own word… (Order and 
Disorder 4) 
 

Whether or not some “misadventure” prised a copy of Hutchinson’s Lucretian manuscript 

from her control, she appears to have been worried enough to use the possibility as 

justification for the only print publication of one of her texts in her lifetime.28 
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The letter, which Hutchinson sent to Annesley in 1675 along with the translation 

of De Rerum Natura, poses an interesting challenge to my argument.  If Hutchinson did 

indeed fear an unauthorized publication of her translation, why would she present a copy 

to an influential man known for his interest in Lucretius (Hutchinson’s Works 1: cxiv-

cxvii)?  Why authorize, or even ask for, such a harmful text to be published?  There are 

several potential responses.  For one, Annesley may have already come across a partial 

translation or seen the manuscript earlier, which may have mitigated things in 

Hutchinson’s eyes.  Also, since he was well-educated, Hutchinson may have thought him 

capable of “seeing through” the Lucretian “errors”: in the conclusion of her letter, she 

writes that he is “not liable to danger by an ill booke” (De Rerum Natura 27).  Annesley, 

who had several important connections to Hutchinson, had also apparently asked for a 

copy, and as Hutchinson writes, “your Lordships command…hath more authority with 

me, then any humane thing I pay reverence to” (23).  Hutchinson’s biography shows that, 

despite the hyperbolic deference, she had learned the value of powerful allies.29   

More probably, however, she hoped to achieve a greater measure of control over 

the text by “publishing” on her own terms rather than via an unauthorized and therefore 

uncontrolled manuscript: 

As your Lordships command will vindicate me from arrogance in offering 
so unworthy a peice, to such a hand; So I beseech your Lordship to reward 
my obedience, by indulging me the further honor to preserve, wherever 
your Lordship shall dispose this booke, this record with it, that I abhorre 
all the Atheismes and impieties in it, and translated it only out of youthfull 
curiositie, to understand thinges I heard so much discourse of at second 
hand, but without the least inclination to propagate any of the wicked 
pernitious doctrines in it. (23) 
 

Commentary on this sentence has tended to focus Hutchinson’s ostensible motivation for 

undertaking the translation in the first place, her desire to get the text straight from the 
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horse’s latinate mouth.30  What I want to highlight is her unusual request that he never 

separate the translation from the recantation.31  If Annesley complied with Hutchinson’s 

request, she had thus placed her version of De Rerum Natura in a tradition of editions of 

Lucretius made safe for consumption by godly Protestants, editions that recognize his 

poetic value while distancing themselves from his atomistic philosophy.  For example, 

Hutchinson translated from Daniel Pareus’s 1631 edition, which used prefatory matter to 

situate Lucretius within a “fundamentally pious humanistic studies” while offering a 

“reassuring reminder that Lucretius’ poetry had been enjoyed by writers who were very 

far from any contamination by pagan philosophy” (Hutchinson’s Works 1: xlviii-xvlix). 

Likewise, Pierre Gassendi’s 1647 De Vita et moribus Epicuri, included about two-thirds 

of Lucretius’ epic amid attempts at “reconciling Lucretius with Christian doctrine” and 

offering “pious corrections of his many errors” (Hutchinson’s Works 1: xxix-xxxi). 

In attempting to persuade Annesley to publish the dedicatory letter along with her 

translation, Hutchinson’s letter proceeds in the epideictic mode, allocating praise and 

blame, mostly blame.  She clearly articulates her belief that Lucretius is fundamentally 

wrong.  While she throws censure left and right on her contemporaries, she locates their 

moral failure in holding to Epicurean philosophy despite being surrounded by obvious 

truth of Christianity:32 

 ‘tis a lamentation and horror, that in these dayes of the Gospell, Men 
should be found so presumptuously wicked, to studie and adhere to 
[Lucretius’s] and his masters ridiculous, impious, execrable doctrines, 
reviving the foppish casuall dance of attoms, and deniing the Soveraigne 
Wisedome of God in the greate Designe of the whole Universe and every 
creature in it, and his enternall Omnipotence…and his most gratious, ever 
active Providence, upholding ordering and governing the whole Creation, 
and conducting all that appears most casuall to us and our narrow 
comprehensions, to the accomplishment of those just ends for which they 
were made. (25-26) 
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The genealogy of error, originating in Lucretius’s master Epicurus and then descending 

through Lucretius himself to his current “admirers” who “are guilty of no lesse impiety” 

(24), is central both to this passage and to Hutchinson’s broader theological concerns.  By 

pinpointing Lucretius as the ideological forebear of the present unfortunate crew, 

Hutchinson clearly implicates the old Roman in the present heresies. 

If Hutchinson directs most of her venom at the current proponents of Lucretius’s 

ontological materialism, her design is certainly not to excuse Lucretius.  Rather, by 

demonstrating the renewed vigor with which the old pernicious error now works, she 

emphasizes her recantation and re-echoes her plea to have the letter attached to the 

manuscript.  In fact, she obliquely refers to the meditative project of Order and Disorder 

when she claims that the study of the Christian doctrines of Creation and Providence 

(which form the substance of her meditations on Genesis) caused her to grow in “Light 

and Love” until she changed her mind on Lucretius.  Norbrook and Barbour observe the 

similarities between Hutchinson’s language when describing this growth and that of “the 

narratives of similar ‘experiences’ offered by those seeking to join a gathered church” 

(Hutchinson’s Works 1: cxvii), similarities which, I contend, show the spiritual 

importance which she attached to her repudiation of Lucretius.  Certainly her meditation 

on the book of Genesis, which after all emphasizes precisely those doctrines which 

Lucretius most forcefully attacks, and her devotional habit seems to have been behind the 

internal change which led her to disavow her previous work. 

By the 1670s, Hutchinson had come to depreciate her truly significant 

achievement of becoming the first English translator of the entirety of a major Latin poet.  

Whether she was initially motivated by curiosity, genuine sympathy, or peer pressure, she 
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had twice stated in unambiguous language that she had changed her mind, that Truth was 

not to be found  in the “profane Helicon of ancient poets” but in God’s “own word” 

(Order and Disorder 4).33  Her overall argument in both pieces is that her meditations on 

Genesis led her to reject Lucretian atomism.  Barbour and Norbrook attempt to explain 

Hutchinson’s vehement expressions against Lucretius in her 1670s prefatory material by 

situating them in the broad historical context.  In their words, Hutchinson’s expressions 

are “characteristic of wider developments in cultural history” (Hutchinson’s Works 1: 

cvii).  The developments they have in mind seem to be ultimately political: dissidents 

such as John Owen, Robert Ferguson, and Hutchinson began to publically oppose 

Lucretius as an indirect way of opposing Royalists and Anglicans who sought to ground 

the “new science” in “natural theology” (1: cix).  Exacerbating these philosophic and 

scientific developments were the Restoration wits (including Hutchison’s brother, Sir 

Allen Apsley), who flamboyantly embodied the stereotype of the wild Epicurean (1: cxi).  

These explanations are probably right; Barbour and Norbrook offer convincing evidence 

for the existence of these broader trends that would certainly have carried weight with 

Hutchinson.  Nevertheless, it is reasonable to expect that personal experience can shape a 

person’s intellectual outlook as much as broader trends.  Agency may not entirely pre-

determined by a cultural matrix, which is why people disagree with each other.  For every 

decision that has analogous decisions in contemporary society, there are a host of 

contributing factors, some common to society as a whole and some intimately 

idiosyncratic.  My contention is that, while Hutchinson does indeed seem to participate in 

a trendy rejection of Lucretius in the Preface to Order and Disorder and her letter to 
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Annesley, her politics are complemented even by a growing sense of devotion mediated 

by her meditations on Genesis. 

 
Hutchinson’s Piety, Translations, and Poetry 
 

Barbour and Norbrook point briefly to Hutchinson’s “heightened sense of 

religious dedication” in the years following her husband’s death (1: cviii).  In the 

following paragraphs, I will develop that claim as I show two things.  First, in the decade 

between John Hutchinson’s death and Lucy Hutchinson’s composition of Order and 

Disorder, doctrine and devotion began to occupy an ever-larger part of Hutchinson’s 

career as a writer.  Second, Hutchinson’s encounter with Owen’s theology contributed 

significantly to her forceful repudiation of Lucretius and the related writing of Order and 

Disorder. 

Let me be clear from the outset that I am not articulating a conversion narrative: 

Hutchinson makes it clear in her fragmentary autobiography that she received and 

accepted instruction in Christianity from an early age.  She counts it a blessing that her 

parents were “both of them pious and virtuous in their own conversation, and careful 

instructors of [her] youth, not only by precept but example” (Memoirs 8).  She later 

singles out her mother’s piety for more praise (13).  More importantly, Hutchinson claims 

to have taken their instruction to heart: 

It pleased God that, through the good instructions of my mother and the 
sermons she carried me to, I was convinced that the knowledge of God 
was the most excellent study, and accordingly applied myself to it, and to 
practise as I was taught. (15) 
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She had been converted long before the death of her husband, and the subsequent 

outpouring of highly religious writings, I suggest, resulted from her growing interest in 

devotional practices such as theological reflection and meditation on Scripture. 

Moreover, I am not claiming that Hutchinson had experienced a previous lack of 

theological or pietistic interest.  She makes it clear in the Memoirs and her fragmentary 

autobiography that those interests were always there.  Her autobiography records her 

early zeal—apparently not always exercised in humility or charity—in memorizing 

sermons (14) and preaching at servants (15).  In the Memoirs, Hutchison records how in 

July 1646 (nearly twenty years earlier), she dissuaded herself and her husband from their 

previous paedobaptist position on the basis of a careful scrutiny of the Bible after reading 

notes on the writings of anti-paedobaptists John Tombes and Henry Denne.  Since 

Hutchinson was pregnant at the time, the issue held immediate practical implications: it 

was not a doctrinal wild goose chase.  Indeed, as she rather dramatically recounts the 

story, her husband summoned local ministers to discuss the subject while she herself had 

been “brought to bed” before giving birth.  The ministers failed to answer John’s 

objections, so “that infant,” unlike his elder siblings, “was not baptised.”  Their choice 

not to baptize the child had results that the Hutchinsons would have likely anticipated: 

they were “reviled” by the Presbyterians and “called fanatic and Anabaptists, and often 

glanced at in their public sermons” (210-211).  Although doubtless Hutchinson recounts 

the story to promote her and her husband’s piety, it shows that she had a keen and 

committed approach to her faith, including a certain disregard for public opposition.  The 

evidence indicates that, generally speaking, Hutchinson managed, or at least attempted, to 

be a godly individual throughout her life.  
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In the decade following John’s death in 1664, Hutchinson seems to have 

experienced a heightening or intensification in her devotional life.  From the beginning, 

Hutchinson experience the loss of her husband in largely religious terms, and her 

“Elegies” record a personal crisis mediated by the language of religious devotion.34  As 

Norbrook has argued, she did not fully overcome her grief at that time, with a tension 

between consolation and grief running throughout the sequence to the closure of the final 

song.  A stanza from the fourteenth elegy is emblematic of the sequence: 

The Lately buried Corne is Seene 
   Smiling againe in its new birth 
All mantled in its gawdy Greene 
   But my Joyes Lie still hid in earth… (xiv.9-12) 
 

Jesus used the metaphor of buried corn being resurrected as a living springtime crop in 

John 12:23-26 with special reference to the resurrection of Christians, and Hutchinson 

would have been aware of that link.  The first three lines are relatively straightforward; 

they reprise the scriptural metaphor with admirable concision.  The final line undoes their 

simplicity with its complex density.  What are the speaker’s “Joyes?”  Do they refer to 

the recently-buried John Hutchinson, awaiting the resurrection promised by Christ?  Or 

are they the earthly pleasures Lucy would find were she not so distraught?  Or do they 

perhaps signify the heavenly joys she awaits?  The immediate context easily bears the 

first two, while the context of this poem in the series bears the third.  Although 

Hutchinson uses the possessive pronoun to stake a firm claim to these joys, she does not 

seem actually to possess them, they are beyond her reach.  There is a real tension between 

having and holding, between title and possession.  The end of the poem offers a 

temporary resolution—if Hutchinson’s joys are still hid in earth, at least she can console 

herself that “mens tottering states” are as unstable as the natural glories of spring (xiv.41-
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49).  But the resolution is unsatisfactory, a dessert of sour grapes.  Rather than accepting 

the beatific implications of John 12:23-26, Hutchinson allows her joys to remain hidden, 

and instead continuing instead in her grief.  No matter the outcome—the process is more 

significant in terms of the present argument.  This stanza indicates, as do many of the 

“Elegies,” that Hutchinson underwent a severe emotional crisis following the death of her 

husband, that she meditated on Scripture and theology (with varying success) as she 

grieved, and that the content of her meditations eventually found its way into her poetry.  

Hutchinson’s grief did not last forever, and, since she was very likely composing 

the Memoirs and the “Elegies” at the same time, does not seem to have paralyzed her.  In 

fact, the years between John’s death in 1664 and the publication of the 1679 version of 

Order and Disorder proved extremely productive in terms of her writing: with the 

exception of her translation of Lucretius, she wrote all her major works during that time.  

The overtly theological content of that writing, I argue, indicates that her increasing piety 

encompassed much more than inner emotional experience.  Rather, as Hutchinson 

interacted with eminent theologians such as Calvin and Owen, she began to develop 

deeper, more nuanced approaches to some of the issues that had interested her for a long 

time.  The contents of Hutchinson’s religious commonplace book demonstrate 

Hutchinson’s increasing interest in the intellectual and devotional structures of her 

Christian belief.  Composed in the late 1660s and early 1670s, the commonplace book 

includes a careful study and partial translation of Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian 

Religion, notes on several sermons, some verse fragments, and two personal statements 

of belief. 35  Commenting on Hutchinson’s religious preoccupation during this decade, 

Robert Mayer describes her as “someone who has a strong sense of [her] faith being 
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under stress, and needing always to be examined and affirmed, and also someone who 

uses writing to clarify and ground her personal beliefs” (486).36  Stress may have played 

some part in Hutchinson’s spiritual experience during this time; she composed these texts 

during the creation of the Clarendon Code, which effectively marginalized the 

Independent community to which she belonged.  Moreover, the cultural difficulties faced 

by Republicans following the Restoration have been well documented.37  More 

importantly, I contend, her encounter with the work of able theologians not only 

sharpened and strengthened her faith, but also enabled her to nuance and articulate her 

beliefs in both prose and verse. 

Hutchinson herself alludes to the process of theological education in the Preface 

to Order and Disorder when she complains of the hindrance posed by her early classical 

education to her faith: 

It is a misery I cannot but bewail, that when we are young, whereas the 
lovely characters of Truth should be impressed upon the tender mind and 
memory, they are so filled up with ridiculous lies, that ‘tis the greatest 
business of our lives, as soon as ever we come to be serious, to cleanse out 
all the rubbish our grave tutors laid in when they taught us to study and 
admire their inspired poets and divine philosophers. (4, emphasis added) 
 

Hutchinson’s claim here strongly resembles Owen’s argument in the Epistle to the 

Reader in Theologoumena Pantodapa, where he argues that many features of classical 

literature are inimical to the faith of the young: 

incautam juventutem, judicium aut nullum aut infirmum admodum in 
veritatis discrimine adhibentim, poetarum lectione et studio sine delectu 
versatum, damnum sæpius e fabularum, et flagitiourum contagio facere, 
haud facilè resarciendum. 
 
‘An incautious youth, whose judgement is very weakly, or not at all, 
employed in the discrimination of truth, who is involved in indiscriminate 
reading and study of the poets, is often damaged by the contagion of the 
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myths and scandals, and will by no means easily be restored.’ (Owen’s 
Works 17: 18) 
 

Furthermore, Owen employs the same metaphor of poison (classical poetry) and antidote 

(true theology) which Hutchinson uses later on in her Preface.  He reasons that Christians 

should not teach the classical poets uncensored to children, for only a fool will “veneno 

lethali quàm antidoto, [frui]”  ‘delight in a lethal poison over the antidote’ (Owen’s 

Works 17: 17, brackets in original).  Hutchinson twice repeats these claims (they also 

appear in her dedication to the Earl of Anglesey) after her study of Owen’s work; the 

argumentative and metaphorical similarities show that his articulation of the problem of 

classical poetry worked for Hutchinson as she reflected on her previous translation of 

Lucretius.38 

Leaving Owen’s influence aside for a moment, I turn to the key phrase in the 

block quote above: “as soon as ever we come to be serious.”  An old sense of the word 

“serious,” noted by the Oxford English Dictionary is “Earnest in matters of religion; 

pious” (“Serious” def. 7a).  Hutchinson is undoubtedly following this sense as she claims 

to have become “serious” sometime after the Lucretian follies of her youth.  After her 

previous course of study left her disillusioned with its inability to discern “any pure and 

simple Truth,” Hutchinson portrays herself as drawn “to seeke Light, Life, knowledge, 

tranquility, rest, and whatever elce is requisite to make up a compleate blessednesse, and 

lasting felicity, in its only true and pure devine fountaine” (De Rerum Natura 26).  

Whether the fountain refers to the Bible or to God himself, Hutchinson’s meaning is 

pointed: sometime between translating Lucretius and sending the copy to Annesley, her 

understanding of doctrine and devotion was altered by an encounter with divine truth in 
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part through her meditative practice, which, as I have shown, was mediated by 

theological studies.  

 
Conclusion 

 
Although I have gone into some detail regarding the form of Hutchinson’s 

meditations, I have not as yet discussed their content at any length.  Hutchinson’s text for 

meditation in Order and Disorder was Genesis.  About the same time she was composing 

Order and Disorder, she made a thorough study (including a partial translation) of 

Owen’s Theologoumena Pantodapa, which deals extensively with Genesis.  Both writers 

use covenant theology as a way of understanding both Genesis and their own 

contemporary world.  Chapter Three, therefore, considers how Owen’s version of 

covenant theology enables Hutchinson to counter what she came to regard as the 

pernicious Lucretian denial of divine action in the world.  Because Theologoumena 

Pantodapa is a relatively unknown work, I attempt to illuminate its theological and 

philosophical context before outlining the covenant theology promoted therein.  Once I 

have described some crucial features of the devotional and theological context in which 

Hutchinson wrote Order and Disorder in Chapters Two and Three, I will show in 

Chapters Four—Seven how those contexts enabled her to grapple with her two major 

themes, Creation and Providence, which were highly relevant in Hutchinson’s historical 

context.
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

The Polemical Context of John Owen’s Theologoumena Pantodapa 
 
 

If, as I argued in the previous chapter, Order and Disorder benefits from a 

diachronically intertextual relationship with Theologoumena Pantodapa, then a clear 

interpretation of the former necessitates a clear understanding of the latter.  To that end, I 

use the first section to illuminate Theologoumena Pantodapa in terms of its context as a 

theological narrative in the contentious world of seventeenth-century English 

controversy.  I describe Owen’s personal circumstances, previous publications, and 

recent participation in public life as he composed the treatise, which, I contend, engaged 

contemporary arguments that he regarded as inimical to sound doctrine.  In the second 

section, I examine two of these counter-narratives to Reformed theology, the Socinian 

denial of the Trinity and Hobbes’ contract theory and ontological materialism, as I assert 

that one implication of both positions is a diminished possibility for communion with 

God.  Finally, I claim in the third section that Owen’s covenant theology responds by 

narrating the arche and telos of human existence in terms of the divine covenant.  As he 

does so, he defines the covenant as the unique formal structure in which Christ’s 

mediation enables people to fulfill the end for which they were created by communing 

with God.  The interpretive implications of this argument for Order and Disorder are 

profound, considering that Hutchinson also narrates humanity’s arche and telos on the 

same grounds offered by Owen.  As I show in Chapters Four and Five, Hutchinson’s 

theological method in Canto 1 follows many of the distinctions that Owen makes in the 

first three chapters, while her argument in Cantos 2—3 that humans are made to 
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commune with God through meditation, her typological interpretation of the Fall in 

Cantos 4—5 are similarly indebted to his covenant theology.  In addition, as I argue in 

Chapters Seven and Eight, her understanding in Cantos 6—20 of the Holy State as the 

Church or covenant people are all similarly indebted to Theologoumena Pantodapa.  

Consequently, this chapter provides an interpretation of Owen’s covenant theology that 

grounds subsequent readings of Order and Disorder.  This chapter, however, is not 

merely preparatory: it also sheds new light on Owen as a theologian in two ways.  First, it 

argues that Hobbes should be considered as one of his important interlocutors.  Second, it 

argues that the entirety of Theologoumena Pantodapa ought to be regarded as Owen’s 

theological prolegomenon, not just the first three chapters. 

 
Theologoumena Pantodapa in Context 

 
John Owen (1616-1683) was the second of Henry and Hester Owen’s five 

children.  Henry was a Non-conformist clergyman at Stadham, a village near Oxford, 

under the patronage and protection of the D’Oyley family.  Young John was educated at 

Edward Sylvester’s grammar school to prepare for matriculation at Oxford University.  

At Queen’s College, Owen studied under Thomas Barlow, a noted Oxford Aristotelian, 

taking the M.A.in 1635 at the age of 19.  In 1637, he left the university because of 

William Laud’s Arminian reforms and became chaplain and tutor.  He worked for Sir 

Robert Dormer and subsequently Lord Lovelace, which allowed him to continue his 

theological studies outside the university system (God’s Statesman 10).  Due to his 

employment with Lord Lovelace, he moved to London shortly before the beginning of 

the first civil war.  In 1643, Parliament gave him the living at Fordham, where he 

remained until 1646, when he became vicar at Coggeshall.  During that time, he married 
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Mary Rooke, with whom he had ten children, of whom only two survived to adulthood.  

In 1648, Owen met Oliver Cromwell, who invited him to serve as military chaplain on 

the expedition to Ireland; Owen’s younger brother Philemon was a captain under 

Cromwell.  Owen accepted the invitation, but did not leave Dublin, devoting himself to 

preaching, writing, and reforming Trinity College. 

Owing to his friendship with Oliver Cromwell, Owen preached several times 

before Parliament, and was appointed as the Vice Chancellor of Oxford in 1652.  He held 

that office for five years until 1657, when Richard Cromwell replaced him with John 

Conant.  No other Vice Chancellor had served as long as Owen since Laurence 

Humphrey had held the post from 1571—76.  He excelled in the post enough to attract 

the oblique and reluctant praise of Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon, in his History of the 

Rebellion.  Although Clarendon clearly despised the religious direction that the university 

had taken in the late 1640s and 1650s (when the “most notorious factious presbyterians” 

governed with “stupidity and negligence”), he nevertheless admitted that “God’s 

wonderful blessing” permitted “a harvest of extraordinary good and sound knowledge in 

all parts of learning” in the time surrounding Owen’s tenure (4: 283-84).  Like Clarendon, 

Owen regarded the religious reforms that had happened under the guidance of Owen and 

the other Vice-Chancellors as salutary, describing his tenure’s work as the “defence, 

furtherance, and propagation of the ancient, inviolable, unchangeable truth of the Gospel” 

(qtd. in Toon, God’s Statesman 78).  As I argue later, Owen appears to have written 

Theologoumena Pantodapa the year after Richard Cromwell had removed him from the 

Vice Chancellor’s office. 
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At that same time, Owen was agitating for a settlement of the Church of England 

that would tolerate differences among Protestants while excluding Roman Catholics and 

anti-Trinitarians.  His campaign took two parts.  First, he sought to provoke unity among 

Protestants by reminding them of dangerous heresies.  Sarah Mortimer has shown how 

Owen used his concern about the threat to orthodox doctrine posed by Socinianism in his 

attempts to garner support for his position on church settlement.1  Along with a number 

of Independent pastors, Owen petitioned Parliament in February 1652 against the 

Racovian Catechism, which resulted in the book being publically burnt.  Although Owen 

forcefully sought to exclude groups that he saw as heretical, he actively sought the 

freedom of conscience among Protestant sects.  In the second part of his campaign, he 

argued publically for what Philip J. Donnelly calls “Protestant toleration”2 as he sought to 

preserve his own place as an Independent minister in the face of Presbyterian ascendency.  

In March 1652, for example, the same group of pastors that had attacked the Racovian 

Catechism published the Humble Proposals for the furtherance and propagation of the 

Gospel, which provided for supplying parishes with ministers of Presbyterian, Baptist, 

and Independent persuasions.  Six years later (when he was probably at work on 

Theologoumena Pantodapa), Owen and several of the same pastors, including Joseph 

Caryl, contributed to the Savoy Declaration, a revision of the Westminster Confession to 

accommodate Independent ecclesiology in hopes that it might contribute to a tolerant 

church settlement. 3  

Along with Owen’s personal and political activities, his participation in the 

contentious world of post-Reformation theology was a significant factor in 

Theologoumena Pantodapa.4  Brian Cummings argues that the doctrinal changes in the 
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Reformation proceeded along textual lines as new thinking about texts, grammar, 

interpretation, belief, and writing posed new conundrums and possibilities for a wide 

range of exegetes.  It promised “the literal truth” about Scripture, and Cummings reminds 

his readers that “the phrase ‘literal truth’ is at best a paradox, perhaps an oxymoron. What 

is literal is made up of letters, of words.  This expression, then, which appears to claim 

truth by direct revelation, depends on a process inevitably interpretive, properly speaking 

‘literary’” (5).  However, interpretations can be contested, and so, Cummings asserts, the 

Reformation happened through controversy, the cut-and-thrust between writers and 

groups of writers by which doctrines were disputed, orthodoxy hashed out, heresy 

discovered.  For example, Luther did not decide to create a Reformation, but rather as he 

read, studied, and wrote over a period of years, the doctrines that he wrote were 

subsequently read, studied, and challenged.  As a result, Cummings maintains, the 

Reformation cannot be considered apart from 

the fundamental dissentiousness of sixteenth-century religion. The 
religious culture of the period, catholic as well as protestant, identified 
itself through division.  The Reformation as a historical event has 
traditionally been seen as a battle between two religious groups, but it 
might be truer to say that it was a process founded on division: between 
old and new, protestant and catholic, righteous and sinner, ‘faith’ and 
‘works,’ repentant and reprobate, or elect and damned. (13) 
 

The same could be said of seventeenth-century religion in England.  Although irenic 

arguments for toleration of dissenting opinions were being made, they were being made 

by those who, like Owen, suffered real consequences for their dissenting opinions.5 

Indeed, the very existence of those irenic arguments testifies to a religious climate that 

made them necessary: toleration protects minority positions in a polarized society. 
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On a more basic level, though, Owen and his contemporaries inherited a religion 

in which ideas were debated publically and in print.  As voices from outside the clerical 

fold, such as Hobbes, John Biddle and a host of uneducated Puritans like John Bunyan, 

began to have their say on religious matters, a whole new range of issues such as natural 

religion and anti-Trinitarianism were raised.  Consequently, theologians had a pressing 

need to formulate theology with apologetics in mind.  New challenges to “true religion,” 

whether they came from open heretics such as Biddle, professed (but heterodox) 

Christians such as Hobbes, or official legislation, necessitated new responses, the 

tweaking and nuancing of rhetoric, and a wider range of generic choices.  Trueman 

argues that many of Owen’s arguments were motivated and formulated with real 

contemporary pressures in mind: 

New questions arose in the late-sixteenth [sic] and seventeenth centuries 
which required answers which the theology of the Reformers was not, in 
its original form, capable of immediately answering…Thus when we come 
to see the answers which he did give to those new questions, we should 
not be surprised to find…that he did not simply indulge in sterile 
repetition of those same old formulations that were themselves now under 
question [as he] develop[ed] new ways of expressing and defending 
Reformed theology in the light of novel heresies and attacks. (Claims of 
Truth 44-45) 
 

In other words, even Owen’s works that are not explicitly controversial are nevertheless 

constructive arguments for Reformed theology in response to contemporary challenges. 

A brief review of Owen’s publications in the decade before the first printing of 

Theologoumena Pantodapa supports Trueman’s claim.  He published no fewer than 

twenty-seven works on a wide variety of subjects between 1651 and 1661, and a number 

of them clearly deal with issues raised by heterodox thinkers.  Of the Death of Christ and 

of Justification (1655) asserts that justification came through the death of Christ, a tenet 
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that Socinus had famously controverted, while Vindiciae Evangelicae: Or, the Mystery of 

the Gospell Vindicated, and Socinianisme Examined . . . . (1655) directly confronts 

Socinianism along with John Biddle’s attempt to subvert the Reformation principle of 

Sola Scriptura by supporting a range of heresies positions by the indiscriminate use of 

Scripture.6  In A Review of the Annotations of Hugo Grotius, in Reference unto the 

Doctrine of the Deity, and Satisfaction of Christ (1656), Owen challenged Grotius’s 

Arminian tendencies.  Meanwhile, Owen criticizes the Quakers’ scriptural hermeneutics 

in Exercitationes adversus fanaticos (1659).  Much of Owen’s intellectual energy in the 

decade preceding the publication of Theologoumena Pantodapa, then, seems to have 

been occupied with confronting what he regarded as dangerous theology with 

constructive arguments as well as direct engagement through controversy. 

Owen appears to have begun the work in 1658, the year after Richard Cromwell 

removed him from the office Vice Chancellor in 1657, having it published a few years 

later in 1661. There is some evidence that Owen assembled Theologoumena Pantodapa 

by revising his lecture notes from a course on theology at Oxford.  For one, unlike most 

of Owen’s work, the treatise is written in Latin, the language of Oxford lectures.7,8  Owen 

also addresses the Epistle to the Reader to the “lector pie et erudite” ‘pious and learned 

reader’ who studies theology (Owen’s Works 17: 12), leading Rehnman to suggest that 

Theologoumena Pantodapa “probably contains [Owen’s] introductory lectures to 

students of theology at the University of Oxford” (18).9  Westcott argues for a 1658 

composition, noting Owen’s admission that he lives at home unburdened by university 

duties (On Biblical Theology 687, 724 note A) .10  Westcott’s claim would have been 

strengthened had he noticed the two epigraphs on the title page directly under the 
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attribution of authorship to Owen.  The first epigraph is 2 Corinthians 4:9 (“cast downe, 

but we perish not”), 11 which is immediately followed by the sixth line of Virgil’s first 

Eclogue (“Deus nobis haec otia fecit” ‘God granted us this leisure’).  The juxtaposition of 

the book’s title, Owen’s name, and the first-person pronouns in the epigraphs argue that 

Owen was enabled to produce the book because of the leisure arising when he was 

replaced at Oxford.  If this interpretation of the epigraphs is sound, then Owen had 

written at least five works directly concerned with defending Christian doctrine against 

contemporary challenges in the years leading up to the composition of Theologoumena 

Pantodapa.  In that case, the concerns which to which he had devoted so much time and 

energy are unlikely to have simply disappeared.  Instead, they appear to have shaped 

Theologoumena Pantodapa into an articulation of theology that asserts Owen’s belief 

most strongly where it had been most strongly attacked: the Trinity, Providence, and the 

belief that the human telos is communion with God. 

A clear understanding of Owen’s engagement with the threat posed to Reformed 

doctrine by Socinianism and Hobbes in Theologoumena Pantodapa requires a working 

knowledge of what those threats were.  In the next section, therefore, I provide that 

knowledge by establishing the central points of contact between Owen and his 

interlocutors.  I begin by outlining Socinian doctrine as expressed in the Racovian 

Catechism in order to show that its denial of the Trinity, and consequent denial of the 

deity of Christ, effectively dismisses the possibility of communion between God and 

people.  I continue by arguing that Hobbes’ ontological materialism leads him to define 

covenants with reference to people alone, thus ultimately excising God’s part from his 

covenant theology.  Having paved the way for my explication of Theologoumena 
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Pantodapa, I proceed to this chapter’s final section, where I demonstrate that Owen’s 

covenant theology offers a compelling narrative of the possibility of communion with 

God.  For Owen, the telos of humanity is communion with God, and the covenant is the 

formal structure that makes it possible for people to achieve that purpose through the 

mediatory work of the Second Person of the Trinity.  Thus, Owen’s covenant theology 

emphasizes precisely those doctrines under greatest threat in contemporary discussion. 

 
Communion with God: Two Seventeenth-Century Challenges 

 
During the middle decades of the seventeenth century, as Sarah Mortimer has 

recently shown, Socinianism played an important role in English public life.  Faustus 

Socinus, the son of an Italian lawyer, had spent the last twenty years of the sixteenth 

century with an anti-Trinitarian community in Rakow, Poland, where he reinterpreted 

much of Christian theology along anti-Trinitarian lines, which included a wholesale 

revision of the doctrine of the Atonement.  As some of Socinus’ followers (notably Jan 

Crell, or Crellius, and Valentin Smalcius) and writings moved across Europe, Reformed 

theologians became increasingly concerned with what they regarded as the heretical 

character of Socinian doctrine, resulting in significant development of a number of 

central doctrines.  Similarly, Hobbes’ Leviathan provoked an astonishing amount of 

resistance among contemporaries only too happy to label him as an atheist.   Both Hobbes 

and the Socinians influenced their detractors by inciting them to refine and strengthen 

their own arguments.  In this section and the next, I argue that Socinianism and Hobbes’ 

contract theory ought to be regarded as exerting an important, if often implicit, influence 

on Theologoumena Pantodapa.  Although Owen occasionally challenges both parties 

openly, the work’s entire argumentative thrust is designed to assert and defend a 
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definition of the covenant as that which enables people to commune with God.  As I 

show in this section, the Racovian Catechism and Leviathan both militate against such an 

understanding of God’s involvement in human affairs. 

 
Socinian Anti-Trinitarianism 
 

Socinianism has often been cited as one of the external pressures that help form 

Owen’s thought.  Mortimer describes Owen’s reaction to Socinianism as primarily 

political.  For Mortimer, Owen “used” the Socinians as a “polemical target” in his 

campaign for “his own version of church settlement” (12), although he later became 

“genuinely concerned about the spread of Socinian ideas in England” (288).  Trueman, 

however, notes that Owen, like many Reformed theologians, appears to consider the 

difference between them Arminianism and Socinianism simply as one of degree, with 

Socinianism being the conclusion of “a consistent Arminianism.”  Owen’s earlier work, 

Trueman claims, often “attacks straw men…in terms of the extreme logical implications 

of their thought rather than what they actually said” (Reformed Catholic 51-52).  

Consequently, Owen’s consistent polemic against Arminianism suggests that he was 

concerned with the same dangers he found in Socinianism from the beginning of his 

career.  Trueman argues: 

While [Owen] was at the centre of numerous controversies during his 
lifetime, he was preoccupied more than anything else with two schools of 
heretical theology: Arminianism and Socinianism…From the very 
inception of his publishing career with A Display of Arminianism, 
combating Arminian and Socinian ideas was a constant refrain of his 
writings. (Reformed Catholic 51) 
 

For Owen, the Socinian soteriology and theology proper are pernicious insofar as they 

sever the link he saw between humanity and its proper end of eternal enjoyment of God.  
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Perhaps the best-known feature of Socinianism is its explicit denial of the Trinity.  

In the Racovian Catechism, there is one God in only one person.  God the Father is the 

one and only God; to him alone are attributed all the qualities of divinity.  Jesus Christ is 

his son, born of a virgin, but always and only a man.  Nevertheless, as God’s biological 

progeny, he is not at all an ordinary man.  He ascended into Heaven before his birth, 

where he received God’s message of salvation for humanity.  He delivered that message 

while he was alive on earth, he voluntarily died for our sins, and God raised him to life 

again.  The Holy Spirit is also denied divinity.  Properly speaking, the Holy Spirit is 

neither a person nor divine.  Instead, he is a “virtue or energy flowing from God to 

men…whereby he separates them from others, and consecrates them to his own service” 

(285), a marker distinguishing Christians from those who are not Christians. 

This denial of the Trinity assumes that logical contradictions are impossible and 

that the Trinity rests upon a “palpable contradiction” (33).  Interestingly, the Catechism 

does not regard anti-Trinitarian belief as absolutely necessary for salvation: the argument 

against the Trinity occurs under the heading of things “eminently conducive” to 

salvation.  The doctrine is, however, regarded as the most important of things to be 

known of God that are not strictly necessary to salvation, and the salvation of one who 

believes in the Trinity “is beyond doubt in great danger” (46).   The attribution of 

“palpable contradiction” in the “common error” of the doctrine of the Trinity rests on 

straightforward numerical reckoning: 

The essence of God is one, not in kind but in number.  Wherefore it 
cannot, in any way, contain a plurality of persons, since a person is 
nothing else than an individual intelligent essence.  Wherever, then, there 
exist three numerical persons, there must necessarily, in like manner, be 
reckoned three individual essences; for in the same sense in which it is 
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affirmed that there is one numerical essence, it must be held that there is 
also one numerical person. (33) 
 

Once this reasoning has been accepted, it is natural to assume that the Father is that one 

numerical person.  The Catechism quickly dismisses the notion of the divinity of the 

Holy Spirit, since it “is never expressly called God in the Scriptures” and cannot “be 

inferred that it is itself God, or a person of the Divinity” (36).  Much more effort is 

expended in denying Christ’s divine nature.  

Large portions of the Catechism develop a biblical exegesis showing that Jesus 

Christ is not God.  The central claim of that argument, however, is rational rather than 

biblical: claims to Christ’s dual nature are “repugnant…to right reason.”   The Catechism 

then invokes the principle of non-contradiction to deny the orthodox assertion of the 

hypostatic union, arguing that: 

two substances endued with opposite and discordant properties, such as 
are God and man, cannot be ascribed to one and the same individual, 
much less be predicated the one of the other.  For you cannot call one and 
the same thing first fire, and then water, and afterwards say that the fire is 
water, and the water fire.  And such is the way in which it is usually 
affirmed;— first, that Christ is God, and afterwards that he is a man; and 
then that God is man, and that man is God. (56) 
 

If Christ cannot be both man and God, he is only man.  His close connection to God, of 

course, makes him different from all other men.  As the Catechism argues, he was “[b]y 

no means” a “mere or common man” (53), but rather can be regarded as “not merely the 

only begotten Son of God, but also A GOD, on account of the divine power and authority 

which he displayed even while he was yet mortal: much more…now that he has received 

all power in heaven and earth” (55).  Christ is divine, but his deity is derivative rather 

than consubstantial in relation to God’s divinity.  Moreover, Christ’s deity is different in 

kind and inferior to God’s, although “next after God [divinity] belonged to no one in a 
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higher degree” (56).  His deity is acquired; it is not natural to him but rather superadded 

to his nature.  For this reason, in the critical discussion of Christ as Mediator between 

God and humanity, the Catechism attributes Christ’s ability to mediate to his humanity.12  

In his office as Mediator, Christ is regarded as Moses’ successor, a specially chosen man, 

but still only a man.  He is “the medium between God and men, in proclaiming to them 

the perfect will of God,” and his efficacy is derived “because he is a man [and therefore] 

has an union of nature with other men” (316-17).  For Owen, the implications of this 

statement are profound: any communion a person might have with Christ, then, is 

communion of man or woman with man, not communion of man or woman with God. 

The Catechism’s denial of Christ’s deity does not only deny the possibility of 

communion with the Socinian God: it also removes any real possibility of communion 

with the Socinian Christ.  Although the Catechism argues that Christ is God’s emissary 

on earth, its discussion of the sacrament of bread and wine strongly denies any sort of 

communion.  Fittingly, the sacrament is called “the Lord’s Supper” rather than “Holy 

Communion” or “the Eucharist.”  The Lord’s Supper is simply a celebration of and 

testimony to Christ’s death, neither a means of grace nor a vehicle for mystical union.  

When the catechumen asks if the Lord’s Supper has any purpose beyond remembrance or 

commemoration, the catechist flatly responds, “There is no stronger reason,” despite what 

other people would suggest (264).  The elements are “commemorating sign[s],”  

“emblem[s]” of Christ’s “bloody death,” and “sacred symbols, the representations of 

Christ’s body” (272-74).  Furthermore, transubstantiation, consubstantiation, and real 

presence are summarily dismissed (266-69).  After denying that worshippers commune 

with Christ, however, the catechist argues that they commune with each other.  The 
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communicants “have communion among themselves [since] they are one bread and one 

body; that is, they are companions [companes, sive companiones, et concorpores], 

because all partake of one bread” (272, Latin in original).  The contrast is clear: 

communion in Socinianism occurs strictly between humans.  As the catechist makes 

abundantly clear, communion with God is out of the question. 

The Socinian doctrine of Providence makes a similar point.  God, acting as a 

sovereign ruler, governs the earth from a distance and deals with people, as it were, by 

proxy.  Thus God is described as “[t]he supreme Lord of all things…who, in his own 

right, has dominion over all things, and is dependent upon no other being in the 

administration of his government” (25).  Jesus Christ is that proxy, as seen from the 

response to the very first question of the Catechism, in which God uses Christ to 

“deliver” the Christian religion (1) and later, where he has sent him on an “embassy to 

mankind” (54).  Furthermore, the brief discussion of Providence does not entail an active 

or personal intervention in human affairs.  God’s providence “over all affairs, especially 

over mankind” is limited to that “whereby he beholds and governs all, and preserves the 

whole as long as to him seems proper.”  In other words, the Reformed doctrine of special 

Providence does not figure in Socinian doctrine: all Providence is general.  Additionally, 

the definition of providence as beholding and governing excludes language more familiar 

to Owen such as sustaining, providing, comforting, aiding, and so on.  In fact, the 

Socinian Providence is a fearful impetus to good behavior rooted in the fear of divine 

power rather than the comforting knowledge that God loves his chosen ones: 

unless we are firmly convinced that God created heaven and earth, we 
shall have no foundation for believing that his Providence is…over all 
affairs, and more especially over every human being: and on this account 
we shall feel no inducement to yield him obedience. (50) 
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The catechumen dutifully responds that he has “no occasion to ask, why we ought 

to believe in God’s providential care over all things, and especially over every human 

being, or concerning his rewarding those who seek them” (50).  The rewarding is eternal 

and does not pertain to the present world, into which God does not intrude.  Therefore, 

there is no need to ask about how Providence works, or to give anything more than a brief 

and general explication of what it does.  Providence, then, leaves no room for the pietistic 

orientation of a Christian towards God in a search for communion with God in his three 

persons.  Conversely, God does not attempt to initiate communion with individual 

people, but rather governs all impersonally. 

Although Owen responded overtly to Socinianism in the 1655 Vindiciae 

Evangeliae, I contend that his covenant theology in Theologoumena Pantodapa 

represents a more constructive, indirect engagement with the threat it posed to orthodox 

Christian doctrine.  While very little of the treatise openly contests Socinian assertions, 

its entire argument assumes, asserts, and narrates the orthodox position, emphasizing 

much of what Socinianism denies.  In particular, Owen describes a God intimately 

involved in the everyday world, both through Providence and through Christ’s mediation 

of the covenant.  Before detailing Owen’s argument, however, I offer another 

contemporary context for his work, Hobbes’ Leviathan, which shares some important 

features with Socinian teaching.  Although Leviathan is a radically different text to the 

Racovian Catechism, it offers a similar account of God’s removal from the material 

world.  
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Hobbes As a Covenant Theologian 
 

Thomas Hobbes published Leviathan in 1651, in which he directed acerbic 

criticisms at the university system—the universities had, in Hobbes’ estimation, 

perpetuated the Pope’s rule before Henry VIII and failed to teach correct deference to the 

sovereign ever since (Leviathan 30.14: 225).13  These views predictably provoked a 

response, and a number of Oxford professors sharpened their quills against Hobbes.  

Among them was John Wallis, the Savillian Professor of Geometry at Oxford and author 

of the 1655 Elenchus Geometriae Hobbianae, which he dedicated to Owen.  Although 

Wallis struck at Hobbes’ geometry in De Corpore rather than Leviathan itself, his 

dedication shows that he resented Hobbes’ recriminations against Oxford while 

disagreeing with the claims about religion that Hobbes had articulated in Leviathan.14  

Since Owen was prominent in both areas of Wallis’ concern as the Vice Chancellor and 

the Dean of Christ Church in Oxford,15 he was an ideal dedicatee.  Wallis accuses 

Hobbes of “mera…calumnia” ‘pure calumny’ against Oxford’s mathemeticians and 

claims that “quamvis enim paucos habeamus sui similes, meliores tamen multos” 

‘although we have few like him, we have many better.’  The use of the first person plural 

implies a close collegial relationship between the two, which is emphasized in Wallis’ 

complaints about Hobbes’ theology, which assert that he errs dreadfully “de Deo, de 

Peccato, de Scriptura sacra, de Substantiis incorporeis universim omnibus, de hominis 

Anima immortali, cæterisque gravioribus Religionis apicibus” ‘about God, Sin, the Holy 

Scripture, about all incorporeal substances, the immortal Soul of man, and other weighty 

topics of Religion’ (A2-A3).  Underpinning the placement of these claims in a letter of 

dedication to Owen is the assumption that Owen shares these disagreements and the hope 
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that he will also join the refutation of Hobbes. Indeed, Wallis concludes the dedication by 

implicitly begging Owen to counter Hobbes in matters theological and philosophical in 

the same way that he himself had in matters geometrical.  His final sentence comes as 

close to asking the Vice-Chancellor to take up his own pen without saying it outright: 

Diximus autem, illum refutando, non quae possent omnia, sed quantum 
sufficiat: ita tamen ut sicui vacaverit alii, errata ipsius reliqua, Theologica 
& Philosophica, eadem evidentia refellere qua nos ipsius Geometrica 
refutavimus, non multum superfuturu autumo de quo in posteru gloria… 
 
‘We have said, moreover, not all that is possible, but what suffices for 
refuting [Hobbes]: and so if someone else has time to refute his remaining 
Theological and Philosophical errors by the same evidence with which we 
have refuted his Geometrical errors, I say that he will not glory in much in 
the future.’ (Elenchus Hobbianae A4) 
 

Owen could hardly have overlooked such an invitation. 

Whether he accepted it is another matter:  no direct evidence suggests that 

Theologoumena Pantodapa represents Owen’s acquiescence to Wallis’ invitation.   

Indeed, Hobbes’ correspondence appears to suggest to the contrary.  Henry Stubbe, 

whom Owen appointed to the “under-library keepers’ place” in the Bodleian library 

(Hobbes’ Correspondence 334), corresponded with Hobbes during Owen’s tenure at 

Oxford, occasionally discussing Owen.  Most of the letters concerning Owen were 

written between 1656 and 1657.  In one, Stubbe draws Hobbes’ attention to bad blood 

between Wallis and Owen in a controversy concerning church polity.  Owen had lately 

written in defense of Independency (probably the 1657 Of Schisme), and Wallis, a 

Presbyterian, had responded.  Stubbe tells Hobbes that Owen asked him to reply to 

Wallis: “D:r Owen hath desired me to fall upon [Wallis] & seize him, as I thinke fit, 

because hee did under hand abuse dr Owen lately” (311).  More importantly, Stubbe 

informs Hobbes in a later letter that many people admire his work but are afraid to admit 
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it publically “lest they might suffer in their preferment” (449).  The following letter 

claims that Owen greatly admired Leviathan: “He did speake of yor Leuithan, yt was a 

booke ye most full of excellent remarques of any, onely you deify the magistrate, & 

spoyled all by yor kingdome of darknesse” (459).  Overall, Stubbe paints a picture of a 

cozy relationship between himself and Owen, two fellow Independents sharing 

confidences and scheming against the slippery but tactically inferior Presbyterians, 

including the man who had so recently sought to enlist Owen’s support against Stubbe’s 

correspondent.  Stubbe insinuates to Hobbes that such privileged access has revealed 

Owen as one of Hobbes’ closet supporters.  

However, James R. Jacob has shown the peril of taking Stubbe’s writing at face 

value,16 and it is easy to see why his description of Owen does not necessarily represent 

Owen’s views on the subject.  First, Stubbe wants to impress Hobbes—and what better 

way than claiming a close relationship with an important person who also happens to love 

Hobbes’ work?  Stubbe wants Hobbes to know that his work is valued, and an unlikely 

supporter such as Owen (the brilliant but stern Puritan who has recently been publishing 

against heresies and who currently enjoys Cromwell’s favor) would certainly gratify 

Hobbes.  More importantly, however, even if Stubbe replicates what Owen said with 

precise accuracy, the statement can be read as a polite but dismissive nothing.  Despite 

Owen’s supposed distaste for the deification of the monarch and the fourth book, entitled 

“Of the Kingdom of Darkness,” he nevertheless enjoys the excellent remarks.  In other 

words, once a quarter of the book is excised, along with its central thesis, Owen can 

enjoy Leviathan’s engaging prose style.  That is hardly resounding praise. 
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At the very least, Stubbe’s letters to Hobbes, along with the controversy between 

Hobbes and the Oxford professors, demonstrate that Owen was familiar with Leviathan 

by the time he wrote Theologoumena Pantodapa.  There is other evidence as well.  

Leviathan appears in the Bibliotheca Oweniana, the sale-catalogue of Owen’s library 

prepared by auctioneer Edward Millington following Owen’s death in 1683,17 along with 

a copy of Hobbes’ Opera omnia and several other texts from the controversy.  Moreover, 

as I assert later, some portions of Theologoumena Pantodapa engage Hobbes’ writing 

directly.  This section will show that Owen’s notion of the covenant in Theologoumena 

Pantodapa is explicitly formulated to counter Hobbes’ deployment of covenants in 

Leviathan. 

Victoria Kahn has argued that Hobbes, along with his contemporaries, regarded 

“the metaphor of political contract as requiring a narrative” and identified covenant 

theology as “a powerful metaphor” that might serve as that narrative.  In so doing, they 

entered into “a struggle over the interpretation” of the Bible and classical literature (19).  

In Kahn’s story, Hobbes, Milton, and others used interpretations of past texts in their 

politicized attempts to tell a better story of political obligation: who is obliged to whom, 

and under what circumstances?  Covenant theology plays a central role in these stories 

because of the analogy between divine fiat and human fiat, divine power and human 

power.   Kahn cites a number of English theologians using contractual metaphors to 

explicate the divine covenant, from which she infers that covenant theology “suggested a 

divine legalism, according to which God was more calculable and dependable than 

Calvinist theology might at first suggest.”  As it did so, however, covenant theology also 

made “the individual less calculable, less predictable” by encouraging them to read and 
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interpret the Bible and, by implication, the social contract. 18  Thus, Kahn argues, 

covenant theology served as an important precursor to political theory like that of 

Hobbes: “it was a short step from imagining the covenant with God to having the 

covenant of grace dictate a revocable social and political contract” (55). 

Kahn’s historiography arguably underestimates both the exegetical rigor with 

which covenant theology was developed and the theological presuppositions in which it 

was grounded.  Muller argues that Reformed covenant theology “cannot be reduced to 

legalism” but rather  

rested on a complex of exegetical, etymological, theological, and legal 
considerations that evidence concern for the text of Scripture, the culture 
of the Jews and other ancient Near Eastern peoples, the linguistic and 
cultural transition from Hebrew into Greek and Latin, the Christian 
exegetical tradition, and the doctrinal appropriation of ancient covenant 
language in the light of other fundamental theological questions… (After 
Calvin 177) 
 

Moreover, Carl R. Truman has shown that John Ball, an English covenant theologian 

(whose fiduciary metaphors Kahn cites repeatedly), provided Owen with an “example of 

linguistic care and exegetical sensitivity” as he explicated the various scriptural terms 

referring to the covenant with “the best textual and linguistic tools available at the time” 

(Reformed Catholic 73).19  Also, as I show in Chapter Four,  a central feature of Owen’s 

methodology is an assertion that God is not “calculable:” the human intellect cannot 

comprehend God as he is in himself, but rather depends on God’s revelation of himself in 

terms accommodated to its epistemic limitations.  As I argue below, Owen criticizes 

Hobbes for conflating the divine covenant with human contracts by inferring the nature 

of the former from the details of the latter.  For Owen, the covenant cannot be reduced to 



101 
 

a contract.  For Hobbes, as for Kahn, however, the covenant is nothing more than a 

contract between men who can approach God only through a human mediator. 

Covenant, or contract, takes a prominent position in Hobbes’ discussion of the 

generation of a commonwealth.  In order to leave the troublesome and unpleasant war of 

every man against every man, men gather together and in unison agree that a single man 

or assembly will represent everyone.  Whatever the ruler or assembly does, it is as if each 

individual man did it in his own person.  Because the ruler or assembly personates each 

man, it brings about 

a real unity of them all, in one and the same person, made by the covenant 
of every man with every man, in such a manner as if every man should say 
to every man I authorise and give up my right of governing myself to this 
man, or to this assembly of men, on this condition, that thou give up thy 
right to him, and authorize all his actions in like manner.  This done, the 
multitude so united in one person is called a COMMONWEALTH, in Latin 
CIVITAS.  This is the generation of that great LEVIATHAN, or rather (to 
speak more reverently) of that Mortal God to whom we owe, under the 
Immortal God, our peace and defence. (8.13: 109) 
 

As so often happens in Leviathan, there is a close relationship between things political 

and things divine.  A. P. Martinich points to the “peculiarity” of Hobbes using the 

“distinctly biblical” word “covenant” where he could have used synonyms lacking its 

religious connotations, as John Locke and Jacques Rousseau did (Two Gods 137-38).  In 

one sense, however, there is nothing peculiar about Hobbes’ use of the word ‘covenant’: 

because of the term’s currency, anyone writing on theology had to deal with it.  In quite 

another sense, Hobbes’ use of the word ‘covenant’ is eminently peculiar or idiosyncratic 

as he advances a form of covenant theology to serve his “mortal god,” thus using the 

word to a different end than his theologically oriented contemporaries.  Indeed, the final 

two books of Leviathan are devoted to the exposition of a biblical theology, since Hobbes 
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could hardly have expected to persuade his audience without engaging in an extensive 

interpretation of the Bible.  Furthermore, as David Johnston argues, Hobbes offered a 

new interpretation of Scripture in part because he regarded it as “the chief agent and 

carrier of superstitious beliefs of his time” (136).  If he is to establish a commonwealth 

based on ontological materialism, he must first contest spiritualizing interpretations of the 

Bible.  As I intend to show in this section, Hobbes articulates a coherent covenant 

theology that ultimately operates on the human plane, leaving any real interaction with 

God out of the discussion. 

Hobbes’ heterodox version of covenant theology ultimately proceeds from his 

ontological materialism.20  That is to say, that his understanding of what is real, what 

actually exists, conditions what he thinks about God and his works in the world.  To put it 

briefly, because everything in Hobbes’ system is body: everything happens in the 

material universe.  Consequently, the kingdom of God is a civic kingdom, and the 

biblical covenants are what are now called social contracts between God (the monarch) 

and his earthly subjects, mediated by his lieutenants.21   In fact, the kingdom of God is 

just one of many earthly kingdoms, hardly distinguished from other kingdoms in that they 

are ultimately governed by human mediators rather than by God himself.  

From the first paragraph of the introduction, Hobbes emphasizes his belief that 

everything that is real is matter.  His diction also tacitly acknowledges that such a belief 

is deliberately reductive: life is “but a motion of limbs, the beginning whereof is in some 

principal part within.”  Here as later, the use of “but” aggressively curtails discussion of 

what else light might be.  Hobbes asks, “what is the heart, but a spring; and the nerves, 

but so many strings; and the joints, but so many wheels, giving motion to the whole body, 
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such as was intended by the artificer?” (Introduction 1).  Clear statements along the same 

lines are found throughout Leviathan.  The “thoughts of man” are “every one a 

representation or appearance, of some quality or other accident, of a body without us.”  

All thoughts proceed from the working of the sense organs, which is caused by “the 

external body, or object, which presseth the organ proper to each sense” (1.1-4: 6).  

Similarly, Hobbes objects to the scholastic definition of spirit as an incorporeal 

substance.  Substance, he says, is “subject to various accidence” such as ”sometimes to 

be moved, sometimes to stand still, and to seem to our senses sometimes hot, sometimes 

cold”: such accidents are entirely physical.  Because the accidents are bodily, Hobbes 

argues that substance itself is bodily, so that the term “substance incorporeal” is an 

oxymoron, “words which, when they are joined together, destroy one another, as if a man 

should say an incorporeal body” (34.2: 261-62).  Moreover, Hobbes defines the universe 

as “the aggregate of all bodies” of which every “real part” is body, and of which every 

body is a real part.  Thus terms such as spirit, angel, and inspiration, which had 

traditionally been identified as incorporeal substances, are understood as either matter or 

else metaphorical speech.  But metaphorical speech is simply the product of the 

imagination, which ultimately works on data provided by the senses, because “a man can 

have no thought representing anything not subject to sense” (3.12: 15).   All reality, then, 

is either physical matter, and in principle can be perceived by the human senses, or else it 

is the product of the imagination synthesizing data provided by the senses. 

A central implication of such ontological materialism is that the Kingdom of God, 

in order actually to exist, must be a physical kingdom.  Hobbes resists the traditional 

identification of the Kingdom of God with Heaven precisely because of its adherence to a 
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non-materialistic metaphysics.  Rather than “eternal felicity after this life, in the highest 

heaven,” the Scriptures use the term to refer to “the monarchy” (35.1: 271-72).  

Specifically, the Kingdom of God is “a kingdom properly so named, constituted by the 

votes of the people of Israel in particular manner, wherein they chose God for their king 

by covenant made with him, upon God’s promising them the possession of the land of 

Canaan” (31.2: 279-80).22  Such a kingdom is precisely placed, geographically and 

chronologically; other kingdoms could fight, trade, and engage in diplomacy with it.  

Crucially, the Kingdom of God was formally constituted by a covenant, meaning that in 

Hobbes’ technical language, it was a commonwealth by acquisition rather than by 

conquest.  Nevertheless, despite the fact that God did not conquer Israel by force of arms, 

Hobbes sees fear at the bottom of the covenant.  God’s authority over the people of Israel 

is explicitly likened to “the authority of all other princes,” which is grounded on the 

consent of the people and their promise to obey” (40.6: 318-19).  In fact, the Kingdom of 

God, although perhaps exemplary, is like any other kingdom: 

In short, the kingdom of God is a civil kingdom, which consisted first in 
the obligation of the people of Israel to those laws which Moses should 
bring unto them from Mount Sinai…and which kingdom having been cast 
off in the election of Saul, the prophets foretold should be restored by 
Christ, and the restoration whereof we daily pray for when we say in the 
Lord’s Prayer Thy kingdom come, and the right whereof we acknowledge 
when we add For thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory, for ever 
and ever, Amen… (35.13: 276) 
 

It rises and falls; it is established, disestablished, and reestablished.  There are usurpations 

and restorations, and Christ came to earth to restore the Kingdom to God by a new 

covenant, the old one having been broken by Israel.23  In the intervening time, as Roberto 

Farneti has observed, “Hobbes argues that God has actually withdrawn from the world, 
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and that human beings are deprived of any natural means of understanding his will” 

(295).  Communion with God is thus deferred until the eschaton.  

Hobbes’ use of the word “covenant” carries a similarly superficial resemblance of 

its use within more orthodox Reformation discourse.  When Martinich observes the 

“peculiarity” of Hobbes using the “distinctly biblical” word “covenant” where he could 

have used synonyms lacking its religious connotations, as John Locke and Jacques 

Rousseau did (Two Gods137-38), he does not note that Hobbes’ definition of the word 

does not follow contemporary theological usage.  Lessay more accurately argues that 

“Hobbes’ understanding of the covenant with God involved a whole set of heterodox 

religious views that it both brought to light, and disguised under a thin veil of 

superficially orthodox statements” (265).24  As I argue later, Hobbes’ definition of 

covenant differs sharply from Owen’s.  For Hobbes, a contract is “[t]he mutual 

transferring of right” to some object, whether a personal freedom or a material 

possession, between two people.  A covenant is a subset of contract: “one of the 

contractors may deliver the thing contracted for on his part, and leave the other to 

perform his part at some determinate time after (and in the meantime be trusted); and 

then the contract on his part is called PACT or COVENANT” (14.9-11: 82).  So the 

difference is minimal, and a covenant is simply a contract to be fulfilled in stages, one 

party going first and the other party following later.  Once the first party has fulfilled its 

responsibility, it “is said to MERIT” the fulfillment of the other party’s obligation, and 

Hobbes points out that no one can merit a free gift of their own accord: “in contract I 

merit…in this case of gift, I merit not” (14.17: 83-4).  A covenant or contract is thus 

strictly reciprocal, based on merit only; nothing can be free between parties bound by a 
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covenant.25  The covenant of grace as detailed, among other places, in the Canons of Dort 

and the Westminster Confession, is implicitly excluded from Hobbes’ definition.26  

Rather, the biblical covenants that Hobbes discusses are indistinguishable from the 

political covenants that form the basis of his commonwealth.27  

An essential element of Hobbes’ identification of the Kingdom of God with the 

Israelite commonwealth from Abraham to the Davidic monarchy is his insistence that no 

man can make an unmediated covenant with God.  “To make a covenant with God,” he 

writes, “is impossible, but by mediation of such as God speaketh to (either by revelation 

supernatural or by his lieutenants that govern under his name); for otherwise we know not 

whether our covenants be accepted or not” (14.23: 85).  The reason Hobbes offers (that a 

mediator is needed to verify if the covenant is accepted) proceeds from his ontological 

materialism.  God is incomprehensible; he cannot be perceived through the senses, and 

therefore nothing about him can be known.28  Although he might reveal himself through 

speech and dreams, only the recipient of the revelation can have any assurance of the 

authenticity of the revelation.29  To everyone else, any revelation necessarily appears as 

an ordinary dream.  Any claim to immediate communion with God is for Hobbes 

ontologically suspect.  There an entire people cannot possibly make a covenant with the 

incomprehensible God.  Instead, they covenant with his lieutenant, the monarch.  In 

Scripture, Abraham, Moses, the succession of priests and kings, and finally Jesus and the 

apostles, are God’s lieutenants in the Kingdom of God.  They rule in his place, with 

absolute power over their subjects.  

Hobbes’ doctrine of the mediated covenant impinges on Christ’s role as the 

mediator.  Because God is incomprehensible and the covenant must be mediated by a 



107 
 

man, Christ’s dual nature is implicitly denied.   As Franck Lessay observes, this 

“reduce[s] Christ to a man, just as the Old Testament prophets were men” (262), which is 

a “transparently socinian doctrine” (265).  Significantly, Hobbes’ inclusion of Christ 

among the human mediators of the covenant permits him to maintain his ontological 

materialism.  Everything happens on a human level; except the unusual and 

indemonstrable case of an inspired leader such as Moses, the divine does not intrude.  

Even then, Hobbes cannot figure out precisely how God spoke to Moses and other 

mediator.  Clearly, God did not speak or appear physically, nor did he inspire Moses in 

the same way he inspired Christ.  In other words, Hobbes is shutting out any “real” 

physical interaction between God and the mediator.  At the same time, he thinks God 

must have used something more than natural piety and virtue, but he cannot decide what 

that may have been (36.13-14: 286-88).  So there must be a human mediator for the 

covenant, and no one knows how God speaks to them; he certainly does not speak 

directly to ordinary people.  For that reason, Hobbes soundly rebukes those who, like the 

Scottish Covenanters, “have pretended for their disobedience to their sovereign a new 

covenant made (not with men, but) with God” (18.3: 110-11).30 

In the end, by insisting that God plays no real part in the making of covenants, 

Hobbes can relegate the entire discussion to human affairs while giving the obligatory—

but largely symbolic—nod to Christian theology.  Thus the word “holy” becomes “God’s 

propriety” or personal property; miracles exist, but only in the past; the Spirit of God 

might inspire, but only metaphorically; the seed of religion, as well as religion itself, 

resides entirely in the mind of man, a product of sensory data run through the machinery 

of the imagination; and while the Scripture plays an important role in Hobbes’ 



108 
 

argumentation, no one can really know if it comes from God.  Thus, Hobbes divests 

covenant theology of what Owen and other Reformation theologians would have said was 

its essence, a God who reveals himself to people through the Bible in order to enter into a 

gracious covenant mediated by Christ, the Second Person of the Trinity, with a view to 

the eternal blessedness of those who live in accordance with it.  Consequently, Hobbes’ 

materialist understanding of the covenant can be regarded as an important context for the 

particular character of Owen’s conception of the covenant as the site for an obedient 

human response to God’s promise of eternal enjoyment of himself. 

 
Owen’s Covenant Theology 

 
At this point, Owen’s version of covenant theology can be seen in terms of the 

religious debates in which it participated.  In this section, I assert that Owen envisions the 

covenant as a formal structure in which people, both individually and corporately, can 

commune with God.  Trueman indicates that Owen, along with his Reformed 

contemporaries, gravitated towards covenant theology as a way of articulating “the 

basically relational nature of theology, as something which is to be considered in terms of 

God’s relation with his creation” (67).  In contrast to the positions of the Socinians and 

Hobbes, Owen regards the covenant as the eternal law that governs and, through Christ’s 

mediatorial office, permits people to commune with God on personal terms that, as I 

showed in the last chapter, involve all the faculties of the soul.  For Owen, the covenant 

began with the creation of Adam; there was never a point in human history in which the 

covenant was not operative, and because Christ has fulfilled the terms of the covenant for 

the elect, there will never be such a point.  However, the covenant did not originate in 

humanity, as it did in Leviathan, when the people of Israel voted to make God their King.  
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Rather, in Owen’s understanding, the covenant originates with God, who initiates the 

covenant and reveals it in stages as salvation history progresses from Adam to Christ.  

Owen consistently argues that human theology, defined as the knowledge of God, occurs 

under the aegis of the covenant, for apart from the covenant there is not true knowledge 

of God.  True theology, which includes as its highest end communion with God, takes 

place only within the structure of the covenant. 

Theologoumena Pantodapa is in many ways characteristic of covenant theology 

in seventeenth-century England.  For one, it demonstrates a concern for the link between 

theological truth and personal piety which, according to Muller, is characteristic of 

English covenant theologians (“Covenant and Conscience” 309-10).  As Trueman has 

shown, Owen was aware of the extensive work English theologians such as Patrick 

Gillespie and John Ball were doing on the covenant (Reformed Catholic 71-74).  

Furthermore, the covenant plays an important role in both the Westminster Confession 

and the Savoy Declaration (to which Owen likely contributed): in both documents, 

Chapter Seven is entitled “Of God’s Covenant with Man.”  Although the Savoy 

Declaration slightly alters some of the wording and condenses the last two paragraphs 

into one, both versions take nearly identical positions on the nature and end of the 

covenant.  Owen was very likely working on Theologoumena Pantodapa and the Savoy 

Declaration within the space of two or three years and the composition of both may have 

overlapped.  The Savoy Declaration represents Reformation covenant theology in an 

official creed as well as in Owen’s own hand; it could easily serve as a terse summary of 

Theologoumena Pantodapa.  Still, as I show later, Theologoumena Pantodapa is not 

merely an extension of the Savoy Declaration, but rather a significant work in its own 
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right, especially insofar as it offers a framework for theological discourse through the 

narrative of the biblical covenants in a thorough manner rendered impossible by the 

constraints of a confessional document.  

Despite his engagement with English covenant theology, Owen was not a 

parochial writer.  On the contrary, his covenant theology must be considered in context of 

seventeenth-century developments in Reformed theology across Europe.  As Muller 

contends, “the intellectual context for understanding the theology of a John Owen or a 

Richard Baxter is not merely England: their reading, their dialogue, and their debates 

were conducted on a broad, international scale” (PRRD 1: 28).  Trueman and Rehnman 

have both documented the impressive breadth of Owen’s reading of contemporary 

continental theologians.31  For Muller, one of the most important features of Reformed 

theology was the development of theological prolegomena, or works which “present a 

discussion of fundamental issues of method, its presuppositions and basic intentions, and 

provide a clear identification of the principia of theology, the cognitive and essential 

grounds of the discipline, namely, Scripture and God” (PRRD 1: 43).  As Reformed 

theology was formalized as an academic discipline, it needed the rigorous theoretical 

foundation provided by the prolegomena; Owen’s experience of teaching theology at 

Oxford may help explain his deep concern with methodology in Theologoumena 

Pantodapa.  In fact, Rehnman has identified Theologoumena Pantodapa as “Owen’s 

most important contribution to Reformed prolegomena” (17) and documents much of 

Owen’s engagement with continental theologians both past and contemporary.  In 

Chapter Four, I consider how Hutchinson grounds her theological approach to the book 

of Genesis in her reading of Theologoumena Pantodapa; consequently, I defer much of 
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my analysis of the treatise as a prolegomenon until then, especially as regards Owen’s 

methodological distinctions.  However, because an understanding of Owen’s significant 

decision to organize the work as a chronological narrative is essential to an appreciation 

of his argumentative purposes, I turn now to that important matter. 

As Willem J. van Astelt notes, Owen’s historical arrangement follows Dutch 

theologian Johannes Cocceius and is unusual in opting out of the “topical organization” 

of the “traditional loci communes method” (69).  Muller’s comprehensive investigation 

into Reformed prolegomena confirms van Astelt’s claim: by and large, theologians 

arranged their prolegomena according to topics ranging from the definitions and divisions 

of theology to its principia ‘principles’ and fundamentum ‘grounds’.32  Owen’s unusual 

arrangement of his prolegomenon reveals the depth of his engagement with contemporary 

interlocutors such as Hobbes and the Socinians on two levels.  First, as Rehnman argues, 

the chronological organization likely springs from “an uneasiness with the increasingly 

rational character of theology within the loci-method.”  Instead of resorting to categories 

rationally ordered according to human reason, Owen seeks a “description of supernatural 

revelation by theology [that] conform[s] as much as possible to the nature and order of 

revelation” (156-57).  As Rehnman notes, Owen does not completely reject a topical 

organization, since he himself uses it on occasion (157-58); he might have added that the 

first three chapters of Theologoumena Pantodapa preface the work’s overarching 

narrative with a few formative loci.  Nevertheless, Owen’s choice to arrange his 

prolegomenon according to the scriptural narrative might be regarded in itself as an 

argument for the necessity of supernatural revelation to theology. 
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On another level, the character of the redemptive history that Owen relates shows 

his deep concern to assert the necessity and possibility of communion with God.  Simply 

put, narrative can communicate in ways unavailable to an abstract system. The focus on 

the particular that a narrative demands allows Owen to emphasize some key points 

without making extensive arguments in their favor.  For instance, rather than directly 

rebutting the Racovian Catechism’s claim that Adam (and therefore the rest of humanity) 

needed salvation from mortality instead of sin,33 Owen simply dilates the biblical 

narrative in which sin is a recurring and serious problem.  More importantly, narration 

permits Owen to insist upon his firm conviction that people fulfill their end by 

communing with God without entering into tendentious arguments.  Instead, he tells story 

after story in which God reveals himself to a long series of people and they respond with 

varying levels of obedience and reverence.  In so doing, he implicitly counters Hobbes’ 

reduction of the divine covenant to a political contract between men, again without the 

need explicitly to controvert his interlocutor.  As Trueman argues, the structure of 

Theologoumena Pantodapa “reflects Owen’s belief that all theology is relational in that it 

involves God revealing himself to humanity in a manner that is all-determinative of the 

relationship that then exists between the two” (“Theologian” 53).  Not only does the 

narrative structure “reflect” that belief, it also asserts, demonstrates, and defends it at the 

same time.  By relating the stories of the individual people in the Bible and their concrete 

actions in the world along with their specific interactions with God, all occurring at 

specific points in time, Owen implicitly argues for the reality of a God who actively 

reveals himself to people through his covenant. 
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Reformed theologians typically attribute the need for a covenant to a vast and 

insurmountable difference between God the Creator and man the creation.  As the Savoy 

Declaration asserts, some “voluntary condescension” from God is necessary if man is to 

enjoy any reward for his obedience to God—and God “hath been pleased to expresse” 

that condescension “by way of Covenant” (7.1).  As Trueman claims, covenant theology 

allows Owen to bridge “the ontological chasm that exists between an infinite, self-

existent Creator and a finite, dependent creation” (Reformed Catholic 67).  Van Asselt 

argues that Owen uses the ordo temporum, or the notion of the persistence and 

adaptability of the covenant through time, so that the “overall structure of temporal and 

consecutive covenants” permits covenant theologians “to speak about God in terms of 

dynamical relationship with human reality in the history of salvation” (70).  Through the 

covenant, God “condescends” into human history. 

Included in the ordo temporum is the fundamental distinction between the 

covenant of works and the covenant of grace.  As the Savoy Declaration explains, the 

first man was placed under a covenant of works, which would have given life to him and 

his posterity if he had achieved “perfect and personal obedience.”  By sinning, however, 

he became unable to fulfill his part of the covenant, which was consequently rendered 

ineffective.  Consequently, God “was pleased to make a second [covenant], commonly 

called a Covenant of Grace; wherein he freely offereth unto sinners life and salvation by 

Jesus Christ.”  In the covenant of grace, God requires that men have faith, but he grants 

faith to the elect by the Holy Spirit.  The covenant of grace has been administered in 

different ways regarding “Ordinances and Institutions,” but the “substance and efficacy 
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of it, to all its spiritual and saving ends, it is one and the same.”   (Savoy Declaration, 

Chapter Seven). 

From the first, covenant theology affirms that God initiates the covenant through 

his divine condescension.  One implication is that God desires to reward people and acts 

accordingly.  Another is that God desires to commune with people.  Furthermore, God is 

seen to authorize, mediate, and fulfill the covenant.  In Theologoumena Pantodapa, 

Owen highlights the importance of this with a disapproving allusion to Hobbes, who 

explicates the divine covenant in terms of human covenants and contracts: 

Ita est, non suspenditur Dei fœdus a voluntate nostra, ullisve conditionibus 
a nobis praestandis; ab auctoritate, gratiae, et fidelitate ipsius Dei virtutem 
omnem habet et effectum.  Absoluta enim es promissio gratiae, neque ulla 
est foederis conditio, quae in ipsa promissione non continetur.  Inepte ideo 
agunt et praepostere, qui, ex natura foederis inter homines sanciri soliti 
naturam berith [ie, Hebrew for “covenant”] divinae exponere conantur.  
Neque “foedus” apud Latinos semper solennem “partium conventionem” 
denotat, sed aliquando legem seu constitutionem 
 
So it is that the covenant of God does not depend on our will, or on any 
conditions to be fulfilled by us, but has all power and effect from the 
authority, grace, and faithfulness of that same God.  Moreover, the 
promise of grace is absolute, nor is there any condition of the covenant 
which itself is not contained in the promise.  Therefore they work 
foolishly and in the wrong order who are accustomed to try to explain the 
nature of the divine berith [i.e., Hebrew for “covenant”] from the nature of 
covenants enacted among men.  Nor among the Latins does “foedus” 
always signify “an agreement between parties,” but sometimes law or 
decree. (Works 17.158-59) 
 

So despite the superficial similarities of Hobbes’ covenant theology to the official 

versions of the Westminster Confession and the Savoy Declaration, his approach departs 

from theirs from the very beginning.  In contrast, Owen maintains consistency with the 

confessions by refusing to infer the divine covenant from human covenants, and instead 

attributes his knowledge of the divine covenant to the biblical revelation. 
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God’s covenants, for Owen, originate in God himself and are revealed and 

administered by God himself.  Their impetus is divine, they are in a sense intrusive into 

human affairs, and yet they provide a means by which God crosses the distance between 

the Creator and his creation without eliminating it.  Through the covenant, and only 

through the covenant, can people approach God with hope of what the Savoy Declaration 

calls “the reward of life” (7.1) and the Westminster Confession, “fruition of [God] as 

their blessedness and reward” (7.1). As Owen writes in Theologoumena Pantodapa, 

“finis ultimus omni theologiæ…est fruitio Dei æterna” ‘the highest end of all theology is 

eternal enjoyment of God’ (Owen’s Works 17.38, emphasis original).  Although Adam 

and Eve’s sin destroyed the possibility for such communion under the covenant of works, 

God restored it through the covenant of grace.  With respect to purpose, then, there is 

continuity between the covenants of works and grace based on the reward of communion 

with God.  As Owen writes, “Doctrina sane istius foederis etiamnum verissima est; ‘qui 

enim quae legis sunt facit, vivet in illis,’ ‘Certainly the teaching of this covenant [i.e., the 

covenant of works] is even now most true: ‘he who does those things in the law shall live 

through them’ (Works 17.44). 

Despite the continuity of ends, there is a significant difference as regards means 

by which the two covenants are fulfilled.  Adam in his prelapsarian state had the natural 

ability to fulfill the covenant of works without God’s supernatural intervention.34  As a 

consequence of sin, however, that ability was shattered irrevocably, and thereafter it was 

impossible for him naturally to fulfill any covenant with God.  Instead, Adam and Eve 

needed the unmerited intervention of Christ as mediator—that is, they needed grace—

successfully to participate in any form of covenant leading to communion with God.  
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Owen argues that Adam, in his prelapsarian state, was created with a “naturæ integræ” 

‘pure nature’ and that his theology (knowledge of God) was “naturalis” ‘natural.’  

Although such “natural” theology has always accompanied humanity, it there was also 

always the potential for natural theology to be expanded “per revelationem” ‘by 

revelation’ so that natural theology and revealed theology are not mutually exclusive.  

Nevertheless Adam’s natural knowledge of God was sufficient for him to have obeyed 

the covenant of works “ad felicitatem propriæ” ‘to his own happiness’ and “fini ob quem 

factus erat, congruens fuit” ‘was suited to the end for which he was made.’ So in Adam’s 

prelapsarian state, his natural theology was as yet uncorrupted, and adequately enabled 

him to remain “in obedientia secundum foedus operum Deo” ‘in obedience to God 

according to the covenant of works’ (Works 17.39-40).35  At this point, a clarification of 

what Owen means by “natural theology” is imperative. Trueman persuasively argues that 

Owen uses the term in a very specific way: 

What is important to note here is that this natural theology is actually 
supernatural in terms of its causal ground (the revelation of God), and only 
‘natural’ in the sense that it is Adam as unfallen who has access to this 
knowledge by natural means: the light God has implanted in him used to 
reflect upon Gods commands and actions in the world.  This is not natural 
theology in the Enlightenment sense of theology rooted in some kind of 
autonomous human access to God, and to be opposed to revealed 
theology… (Reformed Catholic 68-69) 36  

 
Because ‘natural’ theology applies specifically to the unfallen Adam, Owen regards it as 

having been unqualifiedly “exstinctum” ‘extinguished’ by sin (Owen’s Works 17: 44). 

Owen openly opposes his understanding of Adam’s natural condition to that of 

the Socinians, and the language that he uses very likely implicates Hobbes as well.  His 

major objection is that the Socinians deny Adam’s suitability for rational intercourse with 

God or other people.  He singles out Socinus (the “dux gregis” ‘the leader of the flock’) 
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and Smalcius for criticism, claiming that “Ut Adamum nihil pene per peccatum amisse 

probent, nihil unquam habuisse affirmant” ‘In order to prove that Adam lost almost 

nothing by sin, they affirm that he never had anything’ (Works 17.40).  While Owen’s 

polemics arguably exaggerate what Smalcius and Socinus actually said, he does 

accurately identify the tendency of Socinian theology to insist that Adam’s problem was 

mortality rather than sin and that, as such, he did not lose much in the Fall.  He may also 

obliquely refer to Hobbes, who was certainly influenced by Socinian ideas.  In De Cive, 

Hobbes invites the reader to consider “men as if but even now sprung out of the earth, 

and suddainly (like Mushroomes) come to full maturity without all kind of engagement 

with each other” (115), and the Latin version follows suit with “fungorum more” ‘in the 

manner of mushrooms’ (145).  In Theologoumena Pantodapa, Owen complains that 

“Fungum primum hominem et stipitem, vixdum rationis compotem fuisse fingunt 

Socinaini” ‘the Socinians imagine that the first man was a fungus or a post, scarcely 

possessed of reason” (Works 17.40, emphasis original).  The italics on the word fungus 

highlights Owen’s emphasis, indicating that he may have De Cive and Hobbes’ 

competing account of the state of nature in mind.  The following sentences, where Owen 

asserts that “the Socinians” are wrong to deny the rational and relational wholeness of the 

first man under the covenant of works, support this conclusion.  Owen’s difference with 

Hobbes and the Socinians is ultimately rooted in their denial of Adam’s “dependientam a 

Deo” ‘dependence on God’ through the covenant of works, the structure through which 

the unfallen man was “beatitatis in fruitione Creatoris æternæ capax” ‘fit for blessedness 

in eternal enjoyment of the Creator’ (Works 17.42). 
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Adam’s first sin wholly obliterates the covenant of works by destroying his 

original purity.  Thus, Owen describes the Fall as “foederis divini per ingressum illum 

[peccatum] abolitio” ‘the abolition of the divine covenant by that entrance [of sin]” 

(Works. 17.43).  The covenant of works under which natural theology operates becomes 

itself inoperative because of sin:  

“Ipsum verò fœdus post ingressum peccati, quâ homines ad Deum 
adduceret, vim nullam retinuit.  Neque, eo quod mandatorum ejus 
imperium ferre cogantur homines, fœderati dicendi sunt, cùm ex jure 
tantùm et dominio Dei supremo... nequit, ejus nexu teneantur.” 
 
 ‘After the entrance of sin, the covenant retained no power to bring men to 
God.  Nor could men be called of the covenant because they were 
compelled to bear the authority of his commands, since they were rightly 
held by a great obligation to the supreme rule of God...’ (Owen’s Works 
17: 44) 
 

Consequently, the extent to which the natural theology arising from the covenant of 

works can provide knowledge of God is drastically limited, a point that Owen makes at 

length over several chapters. Once Adam has rendered himself incapable of keeping the 

covenant, a new covenant is needed if he is to fulfill his end by communing with God.  

The consequence is “omnem sibi cum Deo communionem ademisse” ‘that he be deprived 

of all communion with God” (Works 17.136).  Hence the need for the covenant of grace.  

Significantly, Owen glides quickly over the event of the sin itself since the subject is so 

well known and understood among theologians, he claims, that he need not discuss it in 

full.  Instead, he only describes its effects (Works 17.43).  In so doing, he clarifies his 

persuasive purpose: his interest in the theology of the covenant is so strong that it 

relegates one of the most important doctrines to a single sentence.  Despite his rhetorical 

minimization of the Fall, Owen does not jettison the concept of sin, which, as will 
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become clear, plays a major role in covenant theology as that which created the need for 

the covenant of grace.  

After the Fall, the “tenebrae” ‘shadows’ (Works 17.45) of natural theology 

remain, although in such a debilitated form that they have no value whatsoever with 

respect to salvation.  Although people have no innate knowledge of God, they do have a 

God-given faculty imbuing them with the potential to know certain things about God: 

that “Deum itaque esse…optimum ob viritutem, ob beneficia maximum” ‘God is…the 

best on account of his power and the greatest on account of his kindness’ (Works 17.46).  

Along with knowledge of God’s existence and attributes comes knowledge that 

“Deum…esse colendum” ‘God… must be worshipped’ and a vague and partial 

knowledge of “jus fasque inter homines observanda” ‘the moral law which must be 

observed among men’ (Works 17.46).  But all the knowledge that can be gained by the 

application of the faculty for the natural knowledge God through Creation and 

conscience, “operum tantum foederi inserviit; unde irrito per peccatum eo foedere facto, 

in nullam obedientiam nisi ex poenæ timore dirigere homines potuit” ‘only served the 

covenant of works; and once that covenant was made void by sin, could not lead men in 

obedience except through fear of punishments’ (Works 17.54).  Owen’s language recalls 

the Socinian and Hobbsean emphasis on God’s system of rewards and punishments for 

human action, though he is not so sanguine as they concerning the possibility that people 

could actually come to merit those rewards.   For Owen, the problem with any attempt to 

rely on natural theology for salvation is that such an attempt will inevitably appeal to 

some form of contractual merit when it ought to rest in Christ’s grace.  Under natural 

theology, all knowledge of God “ad legem pertinuit” belonged to the law’ of the covenant 



120 
 

of works, which, after the fall, “ad salutem…insufficientem esse” ‘is insufficient for 

salvation’ (Works 17.54)  In contrast, true theology, which can effect salvation, comes 

through a person, Christ the mediator: natural theology lacks “ea efficacia qua cæco 

intellectui lumen salutare infundi possit…solus enim Jesus Christus vitam et 

incorruptibilitatem in lucem produxit” ‘that efficiency by which saving life can poured 

into the blind intellect…furthermore, only ‘Jesus Christ brought life and incorruptibility 

to light” (Works 17.55). 

After Adam sinned and destroyed any possibility that he might be saved through 

natural theology within the covenant of works, God voluntarily instituted a revealed 

theology within the covenant of grace.  Owen’s explanation of the covenant of grace 

interacts with Hobbes’ understanding of covenants as mutual transference of right on a 

several levels, so I quote it in full: 

Cum ideo Deum foedus novum cum Adamo lapso inisse dicimus, novam 
obedientiæ præscriptionem, promissionibus gratiosis munitam 
intelligimus.  Ad fœdus Deum inter et homines constituendem, 
firmandumque, nihil præter requiritur.  Fœdus autem illud gratiæ fuisse, 
dicimus, quia in alio, seu mediatore gratuito fundatum.  Quodcunque enim 
fœdus immediate cum hominibus iniri potuerit, quamvis 
obedientiam…exegerit, operum futurum esset.  Fœdus ideo hoc novum, 
gratiæ erat, quia in alio fundatum, qui conditiones ejus omnes præstare 
tenebatur.  Istius autem fœderis promissis et præceptis constitit nova hæc 
theologia... 
 
When we say that God entered into a new covenant with Adam once he 
had fallen, we understand that the new law of obedience was secured by 
gracious promises.  Nothing could be required in addition to the covenant 
established and affirmed between God and men.  Moreover, we call it a 
covenant of grace, because it was graciously founded on someone else, the 
mediator.  Whatever covenant might without mediation be made with 
men, although it…demanded obedience, must have been a covenant of 
works.  Thus this new covenant, which was founded on another who knew 
how to fulfill all of its conditions, was a covenant of grace.  This new 
theology depended on the promises and precepts of this new covenant… 
(Works 17.134-35) 
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As he deploys this understanding of the distinction between the two covenants, Owen 

implicitly challenges Hobbes’ contractualism on several levels.  On one level, Owen 

regards the covenant’s existence in time in two ways.  First, the covenant of grace is “a 

new covenant.”  It is not the covenant of works.  The terms are different.  The one has 

ended, and the other is ushered in.  At the same time, however, the covenant of grace is 

“a new phase of [God’s] covenant,” part of the ordo temporum.  In this sense, man comes 

to God through both covenants, since both provide a formal structure in which 

communion between the human and the divine can occur.  The covenant of grace, in 

other words, is formally identical and materially distinct from the covenant of works.  By 

adding this distinction, though, Owen adds an element to his covenant theology that is 

absent from Hobbes.  For Hobbes, each of the covenants in Scripture is distinct as it 

forms the basis of a commonwealth and is restricted to that commonwealth.  There is no 

universal form of covenant that is differently applied through history.  

On another level, when Owen links the covenant to God’s gracious promises, he 

weakens the power of right in the covenantal transaction and instead emphasizes the 

covenant as a free and gracious gift from God, guaranteed by his trustworthy word.  In 

Hobbes, a promise is an express verbal sign of a contract that is yet to be fulfilled.  But a 

promise, which is grounded in language, cannot be trusted.  “Words alone, if they be of 

the time to come, and contain a bare promise, are an insufficient sign of a free-gift, and 

therefore not obligatory” (Leviathan 14.15: 83).  The words might be guaranteed by 

other, more convincing signs, or performance might be compelled, but Hobbes does not 

regard the promise itself as binding.  Owen gives an exact translation of Hobbes’ “bare 

promise” when he explains that, in the Old Testament the word ‘berith’ or ‘covenant’ 
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“nudum promissum aliquoties significet” ‘may often signify a bare promise’ (Works 

17.134).37  As Kahn reminds her readers, the “nudum pactum” was a legal term 

signifying a verbal promise, which was held to be binding in church law, but not civil law 

(31-32).38  By claiming that God’s “nudum promissum” is trustworthy because God 

himself is trustworthy, Owen reorients the contemporary discussion.  If the covenant is 

truly gracious, then a legal contract of merit is superfluous.  Thus, Owen locates the 

grounding of the divine promise or covenant in the divine character by referring to the 

biblical identification of Christ as the Word of God: 

Hic primo Christus promissus est; unde ò λόγος postea dictus; hoc est, is 
de quo sermo ille Dei salutaris, seu verbum promissionis. Verbum enim 
sæpenumero absolute pro promisso usurpatur; ut Anglice dicimus ‘I will 
give you my word for it; and I will make good my word; that is my 
promise’. 
 
‘In this place Christ was first promised; from which place he was called 
the Word (ò λόγος), that is, he is the one of whom God’s saving word, or 
the word of promise, was made. In fact, word is oftentimes simply used 
instead of “promise”; as we say in English, “I will give you my word for it; 
and I will make good my word; that is my promise.”’ (Works 17.135, 
emphasis original) 
 

Thus the word of God is not “words alone” as in Leviathan but rather intimately 

connected to the Word of God—God’s promises are guaranteed by God himself, and 

Owen regards such a guarantee as infinitely trustworthy.  The covenant of grace thus 

belongs in the realm of free gift rather than that of legal right.  It does not rely on whether 

or not people can meet its demands, since Adam by sin had rendered himself and his 

progeny wholly incapable of fulfilling the covenant by obeying God’s laws.  Rather, it 

relies on the gracious Word of God. 

On still another level, Owen subverts Hobbes’ idea of mutuality in the transfer of 

rights by introducing the notion of the mediator as the gracious foundation of the 



123 
 

covenant.  Hobbes’ mediators are interested parties in the covenant, the ones with the 

most to gain—the prophets, priests, and kings who gain power over their fellow humans 

by virtue of their mediatorial office.  For Owen, however, one party (the mediator) must 

take on all the conditions in the covenant precisely because the other party (fallen 

humanity) was incapable of fulfilling them.  Christ’s mediatorial office comes at a great 

and self-donative cost: “In hoc etiam promisso Agnus is erat mactatus….Hæc…novæ 

theologiæ summa est” ‘In this promise, moreover, the Lamb was slain….This…is the 

sum of the new theology” (Works 17.135, emphasis original).  Unlike Hobbes’ mediators, 

Owen’s Christ does not gain in terms of earthly power; and unlike Hobbes’ subjects, 

Owen’s Adam cannot fulfill the terms of the covenant offered him by God.  The covenant 

of grace in that sense is anything but a mutual transference of right.  It is rather a gracious 

act of generosity, a free gift.  

Once Owen has defined the covenant of grace, he begins to describe it in its 

various administrations.  After the discussion of Adam’s ‘natural’ theology in Book 1, 

each of the four middle books of Theologoumena Pantodapa describes one phase of the 

covenant as it progresses through a cycle of corruption and reformation.  God reveals the 

new covenant to the human prophet or administrator, and, at first, the covenant people 

live in obedience to the covenant and in enjoyment of communion with God.  However, 

over time, as true theology is corrupted, apostasy creeps in until finally that particular 

administration of the covenant is left useless and broken.  The cycle begins again with the 

next reformation of theology as God reveals the next phase of the covenant to another 

administrator.  Such a cycle is neatly summed up at the beginning of Book 6 as Owen 
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introduces “evangelical theology,” which he also calls “true theology,” “the theology of 

the gospel,” and “the theology of Christ”: 

Eversa funditus ecclesia Judaica, theologia pure Mosaica, cui innixa erat, 
eatenus vim suam amisit, ut neminem amplius ad Deum possit perducere.  
Supremam itaque manum sui revelationi Deus jam erat impositurus. 
 
‘Once the Jewish church was completely destroyed, the Mosaic theology, 
on which it rested, lost its power to such a degree that it could bring no 
one at all to God.  Thus God was now about to put the finishing touches 
on his revelation’ (Owen’s Works 17.410). 
 

By the “finishing touches” of revelation, of course, Owen means Christ.  Similar 

statements are scattered throughout the treatise.  Several of these pivotal moments of 

reformation occupy important places in the ecclesiology Order and Disorder, as Seth, 

Noah, and Abraham are each entrusted with a new administration of the covenant.  In 

Chapter Six, I argue that Hutchinson’s narration of the reformation carried out by Seth is 

particularly important, as it allows her to describe the first “church” as an Independent 

congregation carrying out the covenantal duties of public worship and private meditation.  

I now turn to a crucial point in Owen’s version of covenant theology in which, 

once more, he seeks to uphold Reformed doctrine against the innovations of Socinianism 

and Leviathan: Christ the Mediator.  Both Hobbes and the Socinians have the same 

tendency, expressed differently, to emphasize Christ’s humanity to the exclusion of his 

deity.  The Socinians do so explicitly: Christ was emphatically only a man whom God 

made divine as a reward for obedience.  Hobbes is more subtle; he professes to hold the 

orthodox beliefs as determined by those appointed by his sovereign.  Nevertheless, as 

Lessay has noted, Christ is not given a very flattering role in Leviathan: he is the failed 

king, the king with no kingdom. 39  In a sense, Moses and the other human mediators of 
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whatever covenants are made between God and people are better kings than Christ—and 

considering Hobbes’ ontological materialism, human kingship is the only game in town. 

In contrast to these, Owen explicitly invokes the concept of the hypostatic union 

of Christ’s two natures.  This doctrine was articulated in 451 by the Council of Chalcedon 

and remained virtually unchanged by the seventeenth century.  The Savoy Declaration’s 

statement, taken verbatim from the Westminster Confession, is consistent with the 

Chalcedonian statement on all major points when it states the doctrine of Christ: 

The Son of God, the second Person in the Trinity, being very and eternal 
God of one Substance, and equal with the Father, did, when the fulnesse of 
time was come, take upon him Mans nature, and with all the essentiall 
properties, and common infirmities thereof, yet without sin: being 
conceived by the Holy Ghost, in the womb of the Virgin Mary of her 
substance:  So that, two whole perfect and distinct Natures, the Godhead 
and the Manhood, were inseparably joyned together in [one] Person, 
without conversion, composition, or confusion; which person, is very God 
and very Man, yet one Christ, the only Mediator between God and Man… 
(Savoy Declaration 8.2) 
 

In Theologoumena Pantodapa, and especially in the sixth book, that Owen fully 

subscribes to this doctrine.  Owen refers to Christ as “Θεανθρώ ος” ‘theanthropos’ or 

‘God-man’ (Works 17.411), which invokes a tradition stretching back at least to the 4th 

Century in Origen’s exposition of the incarnation of Christ,40 where Origen expressed the 

hypostatic union by calling Christ “Θεανθρώ ος,” in Latin, “Deus homo.” 

The notion that Christ is at once entirely God and entirely man forms the essential 

means of Owen’s covenant theology by which people can commune with God.  Because 

Christ is divine, God himself, the second member of the Trinity, he can accurately reveal 

the hidden things of God to fallen humanity.  Adam’s sin has made it so that 

Neminem propriis viribus, aut suopte ingenio fretum, externis 
quibuscunque mediis in subsidium adhibitis, finium salutarium respectu, 
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in quos mentem humanam dirigit, theologiam hanc percipere aut rite 
intelligere possit” 
 
‘No-one relying on his own power or natural capacity, whatever external 
means he has used for help, can learn or duly understand this theology i.e., 
[of the Gospel] with respect to its saving ends towards which he directs his 
human intellect’ (Works 17.417). 
 

However, because the man Christ is wholly without sin, the perceptual problem is 

circumvented.  Not only is Christ equipped to understand divine revelation on his own, he 

and he alone can adequately convey its contents to humanity: “Is ideo solus idoneus ad 

Deum expondendum perfecte, cum is solus Deum viderit” ‘He alone was qualified to 

perfectly reveal God because he alone had seen God’ (Works 17.415).  In this sense, he 

ranks above Moses and the other human recipients of revelation; he knew fully what they 

only knew in part.  His knowledge of the divine arises as a direct consequence of his 

divine nature.  Owen very clearly affirms the Trinitarian position:  Christ “adeo ejusdem 

cum Patre essentiæ, ipsius essentiæ divinæ” ‘is of precisely the same essence with the 

Father, and is himself of the divine essence’ (Works 17.415).  So Christ’s humanity, 

which Owen affirms, in no way impinges on or inhibits his divinity.  Precisely because of 

his two natures, Christ functions as the exemplary Mediator of the covenant between God 

and humanity.  As a man, Christ re-presents God to humanity in terms that can be 

understood by those whom his grace permits to understand.  As God, he has access to the 

entirety of the divine revelation, which he unfolds to humanity. 

By identifying Christ as the “Θεανθρώ ος” ‘God-man’ who is eternally of one 

essence with the Father, Owen affirms his dual nature against the Socinian denial.  Owen 

refers directly to the Socinian doctrine that God educated Jesus in the divine will during 

his fast in the desert.  By this “[f]igmentum prodigiosum” ‘prodigious fiction,’ the 
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Socinians overlook the fact that the incarnate Christ “omnium consiliorum et arcanorum 

ejus [i.e., Dei] erat conscius” ‘was a witness to all his [i.e., God’s] intentions and secrets’ 

(Owen’s Works 17: 415).  Furthermore, Owen contests the Socinian denial of Christ’s 

eternal deity and the subsequent claim that God the Father rewarded his virtuous 

existence on earth with deification.  For Owen, Christ’s divine nature precedes his human 

nature.  As “Ipse quidem ό λὀγος, æternum Dei Verbum” ‘“the Logos itself, the eternal 

Word of God’ (Works 17.415), Christ exists eternally without beginning or end.  

Nevertheless, he voluntarily took on human limitations in the incarnation, which means 

that there were things he did not know in his incarnate state (Works 17.415).  Although 

Owen does quote Scripture to refute the Socinian position, his rhetorical strategy is much 

broader than that; the entire story of the covenant people highlights the impossibility of 

divine revelation arising in humanity, as well as the principle that all spiritual advances 

are divinely instituted, graciously given to undeserving people.  So although Owen does 

explicitly take up certain points of Socinian doctrine, the entire texture and telos of 

Theologoumena Pantodapa challenges their position in a more thorough and fundamental 

way.  

Similarly, by singling Christ in his role as revealer of God’s will, Owen argues for 

a sharp contrast between Christ and all other prophets against Hobbes, who classified 

Christ together with, or possibly inferior to, the rest of them.  Because “ceteri omnes 

divinæ voluntatis expositores, etiam ipse celeberrimus legislator” ‘all other exponents of 

the divine will, even that most honored legislator himself,’  could only show “partis,” 

‘parts’ of God’s will, they were “participes” ‘inferior’ to Christ.  In contrast, Christ 

knows all the hidden things of God and, unlike his predecessors, he can reveal “totum 
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illud Dei consilium” ‘the whole counsel of God’ (Works 17.416).  By this point, Owen 

has rejected the entirety of Hobbes’ argument in Leviathan, beginning with his 

ontological materialism, continuing through his contractual understanding of covenant, 

and culminating in his dilution of Christ’s role as mediator.  The entire narrative 

unrolling of Theologoumena Pantodapa asserts a supernatural God who participates in 

human affairs, makes covenants that transcend political commonwealths, and finally 

reveals himself in a wholly unprecedented way by the incarnation of Christ.  Owen’s 

entire argument attempts to demonstrate that God’s covenant with Israel was more than 

just a contract. 

Theologoumena Pantodapa, then, develops a clear trajectory.  Book 1 prepares 

the ground by defining terms, making distinctions, and discussing the covenant of works.  

Books 2 through 5 tell the history of the covenant of grace, which was revealed slowly 

and with increasing precision and clarity through its various administrations until Christ 

became a man and completely unfolded the divine will to his fellow people.  The 

revelation he made appears in Book 6, and Owen asserts that all that precedes his 

discussion of “evangelical theology” is preliminary matter.  The Old Testament is a 

shadowy type of the reality brought by Christ.  In other words, Theologoumena 

Pantodapa is a supremely orthodox exposition of covenant theology, made in terms 

calculated to engage directly with contemporary challenges, which offers a coherent 

structure for understanding how God relates to people and as well as a compelling 

narrative for reading Scripture in terms of the covenant people. 

In the next four chapters, I show how Hutchinson used the covenant theology of 

Theologoumena Pantodapa as a hermeneutical tool for her reading of Genesis in Order 
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and Disorder.  Her narration of human action reveals the same presuppositions: that 

communion with God represents humanity’s highest end, that such communion requires 

obedience through the covenant, and that Christ’s mediatory office is an indispensible 

aspect of the covenant.  I also contend that Hutchinson’s deployment of the covenant has 

a motivation similar to Owen’s.  Just as Owen contests the ontological materialism he 

found in Hobbes, so Hutchinson uses Owen’s narrative form of argument to contest the 

atomism she found in Lucretius.  Although the particularities of each narrative differ 

significantly, both wrestle with important contemporary debates that pose difficult 

challenges to their Reformed beliefs by narrating the story of God’s interactions with the 

people of the Old Testament.  For Hutchinson, as for Owen, the covenant provides a 

crucial means of responding to significant contemporary challenges to their 

understanding of Christian doctrine.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Reformed Theology and Order and Disorder 
 
 

In the two preceding chapters, I outlined important components of Hutchinson’s 

religious context that bear directly upon Order and Disorder.  Chapter Two established 

an intellective approach to meditation as an integral part of her devotional practice, while 

Chapter Three described the concept of covenant as central to her Reformed theology.  

With this context in mind, I use the following chapters to consider Order and Disorder 

with regard to Hutchinson’s persuasive ends as I attempt to demonstrate that Hutchinson 

takes a meditative approach to her work, and that her meditations are mediated by 

covenant theology.  As I argued in Chapter Two, meditative poetry in the epic mode 

seeks to provoke the reader to meditation by representing the content of the writer’s 

meditations.  Each of the remaining chapters investigates how Hutchinson configures the 

textual result of her meditations in order to persuade her readers to adopt her position on 

contemporary issues ranging from ontology to anthropology to ecclesiology. 

Against the background of an increasingly popular materialist ontology and the 

related deistic conception of God that Hutchinson associates with Lucretius, Hutchinson 

uses Order and Disorder to uphold the Reformed positions.1  She opens the poem with an 

announcement that the themes of Creation and Providence constitute the matter of her 

epic: 

My ravished soul a pious ardour fires 
To sing those mystic wonders it admires, 
Contemplating the rise of everything 
That with Time’s birth flowed from th’eternal spring: 
And the no less stupendous Providence 
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By which discording natures ever since 
Have kept up universal harmony… (1.1-7, emphasis added) 
 

Other critics have noted the difficulty that Hutchinson and other Republicans would have 

had in understanding how Providence maintained “universal harmony” amid the trying 

times following the Restoration, and perhaps for that reason Hutchinson devotes far more 

of her poem to showing God’s gracious providential care for his elect following the 

catastrophic event of the Fall.  Chapters Seven and Eight argue that Hutchinson’s 

covenant theology informs her discussion in the fifteen unpublished cantos of Providence 

in relation to the holy and worldly seeds.  Hutchinson is keenly aware that a persuasive 

account of Providence necessarily depends upon a persuasive account of the Creator and 

his Creation.  If Providence indeed keeps up universal harmony, it must be administered 

by a God whose nature and inclination allow him to do so.  Furthermore, if Creation is 

regarded as inherently chaotic or violent, then all efforts towards harmony, providential 

or otherwise, are destined to fail.  In terms of persuasion, however, the mere fact of a 

good and sovereign God graciously administering Providence in a harmonious universe is 

insufficient.  Persuasion depends not only on facts, but also on perception of facts: God 

must be good, but it is just as important for him to be seen as good.2  For this reason, this 

chapter, along with Chapters Five and Six, argue that Hutchinson draws on features of the 

Reformed theological genre of prolegomena theology as she describes a supremely good 

God who reveals himself to people through means both natural and supernatural.  This 

chapter claims that Hutchinson regarded God as incomprehensible and postlapsarian 

human knowledge as conditioned by finitude and fallenness, which implies that any 

knowledge of God is necessarily dependent upon his self-revelation.  In Chapter Five, I 

contend that Hutchinson describes a legible Creation through which God reveals himself 
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naturally to those who seek traces of him by meditation.  Chapter Six concludes my 

discussion of Hutchinson’s exposition of Creation by arguing that her typological 

interpretation of God’s judgment of Adam and Eve inaugurates the covenant of grace by 

supernatural revelation.  In short, these three chapters argue that Hutchinson prepares for 

her extended defense of Providence in the unpublished cantos by arguing for a self-

revealing God whose creative goodness and beauty can be seen in Creation by 

meditation. 

 
Theology and the Critical Context for Order and Disorder 

 
For today’s scholars, Order and Disorder in an intriguing text, speaking to a 

number of current discussions.  Its author is not only a highly educated woman, but also a 

member of a politically marginalized minority with a demonstrable interest in secular 

philosophy.  Its mixture of political radicalism with social conservatism provides a range 

of interpretations, of which the many portraits of Hutchinson drawn by critics are 

instructive.  To some, she is notable as a site of female agency working within (or 

against?) a patriarchal hierarchy through the power of writing.3  To others, she represents 

the dismayed Republican community straining to process the disaster of the Restoration 

as they adjust to their loss of political power.4  To still others, Hutchinson participates in 

the turn away from Christian metaphysics toward the materialist philosophy she found in 

Lucretius.5  In short, Hutchinson’s gender, political leanings, and interest in Lucretius 

lend themselves to the interests of twenty-first-century scholars, and scholars have duly 

settled down to work. 

Perhaps Order and Disorder’s proximity to fashionable scholarly discourse has 

obscured the profound impact of Hutchinson’s theological reading.  Apart from Evan 
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Getz’s unpublished dissertation, there has been hardly any serious, extended inquiry into 

the work’s obvious status as a poem with deep theological investment.  Unfortunately, 

the small but ever-increasing volume of work that has been done on Order and Disorder 

tends not to appreciate Hutchinson’s complex, nuanced approach to her biblical source, 

but instead relies on sweeping generalizations which do not begin to recognize the depth 

of her learning.6  Most arguments give a cursory acknowledgement of Hutchinson’s 

Calvinism while en route to other places.  

Unfortunately, a lack of sustained inquiry into the theology of a poem closely 

based on Scripture obviously militates against a clear understanding of the poem.  A 

partial explanation for the situation might come from Hutchinson herself, whose repeated 

disavowals of “all doctrines of God and his works, but what [she] learnt out of his own 

word” (Order and Disorder 4) have perhaps contributed to a misunderstanding of what 

she meant by sola scriptura.  Although such statements superficially deny any 

contribution to theological knowledge apart from the Bible, the Preface reveals that 

Hutchinson envisions herself giving “a consenting testimony with the whole Church, to 

the mighty and glorious truths of God” (5).  That is, she is conscientiously participating 

in a long theological tradition, an old and well-established way of talking about God and 

the Bible that does not spring full-grown in its entirety from Scripture.  In Canto 1, for 

example, she refers to the Trinity and describes it in terms of substance and subsistence: a 

language not contained in the Bible itself, and yet in her day widely accepted as biblical 

truth.  Countless other places in Order and Disorder contain theological language that, 

while it explains the content of the Bible, is not found in the Bible itself.  Any failure to 
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account for Hutchinson’s reliance on this theological tradition necessarily weakens 

historical and literary treatments of her writing. 

As an extended example of how lack of interest in theology can weaken 

arguments about Order and Disorder, I consider Robert Wilcher’s 2010 essay on the 

differences between the 1679 version of the five published cantos and the fifteen 

unpublished cantos.  Wilcher notices a “strict adherence to the biblical narrative” in the 

five published cantos, which he opposes to the “greater imaginative freedom” in the final 

fifteen cantos (“Paraphrase, Epic, Romance” 25).  The terminology with which he 

approaches this distinction implies a higher degree of artistic achievement in the 

unpublished cantos, making them superior to the repressed, unimaginative published 

version.  Like other critics, Wilcher takes Hutchinson’s disavowal of truth outside the 

Bible to imply a “careful and self-conscious authorial policing of the narrative dimension 

of the poem” that leads her to “dutifully assemble the meagre information that can be 

gleaned from scattered [biblical] remarks.”  Such a policy stems from Hutchinson’s 

“rigorous refusal to ‘invent’” (26-27). 

In describing the differences between the two parts of the poem, Wilcher finds 

that the first five cantos have strong elements of the heroic epic.  Despite a number of 

general similarities, including the “opening invocation,” “epic similes,” and “the epic 

machinery of infernal councils and devilish intrigue” (28-29), Wilcher insists that the 

poem is better described as a biblical paraphrase in the manner of Francis Quarles.  A 

particularly important feature of Quarles’ work is his tendency to expand greatly on the 

biblical text “particularly when direct speech is involved” (30).  Hutchinson, in Wilcher’s 

estimation, follows Quarles in this respect.  In the first three cantos, she follows her own 
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“self-denying ordinance” in keeping strictly to the biblical text.  However, something 

(perhaps Quarles’s example, perhaps her own felicitous marriage) “set free her 

imagination” when she paraphrases Adam’s first speech (30-31).  And once Canto 5 

arrives, Hutchinson “finally breaks loose from the narrative constraints she has imposed 

on herself” as she reports the direct speech of the fallen Adam and Eve (31).  At times, 

Wilcher’s distaste for the “austere control to which Hutchinson had so deliberately 

subjected her ‘fancy’ in the published ‘Creation’ cantos” is only thinly disguised.  At 

every point, he seems to prefer the “more emotionally engaging narrative” found in the 

later cantos (41). 

Such an emotive approach to the poem is ultimately unhelpful.  For one, it 

erroneously assumes a notion of art as imaginative self-expression when Hutchinson 

seems to have thought of her poem as intersubjective persuasion in terms of theological 

argument and intellectual devotion.  Perhaps more seriously, it leads Wilcher to overlook 

Hutchinson’s masterfully precise rehearsal of theological concepts in poetic form: there 

is, for example, considerable technical difficulty involved in asserting the doctrine of the 

Trinity in correctly numbered heroic couplets while remaining theologically orthodox.  

Far from an act of artistic self-denial, the condensation in opening cantos of Order and 

Disorder of a long tradition of precisely articulated doctrinal formulations into iambic 

pentameter might even be said to represent the high point of Hutchinson’s intellectual art.  

However much Wilcher might dislike these numbered theological statements as 

compared to narrative or lyric poetry, Hutchinson’s intellectual and artistic achievement 

in the 1679 version of Order and Disorder should not be underestimated.  By ignoring 
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her theology, however, Wilcher, like others, risks misconstruing where her powers of 

inventive genius appear most readily in the poem. 

Consequently, this chapter seeks to extend the critical conversation on Order and 

Disorder by revealing Hutchinson’s nuanced understanding of Reformed theology.  By 

restoring one of Hutchinson’s chief preoccupations to its rightful place, I will be able to 

offer a deeper and more accurate account of how she sets about accomplishing her stated 

rhetorical ends than has previously been possible. 

 
Canto 1 as Theological Prolegomenon 

 
Although the entirety of Order and Disorder is informed by Hutchinson’s reading 

of the Bible and sixteenth- and seventeenth-century theologians, the Preface and first 

canto are particularly indebted to her immersion in theological discourse.  She makes an 

explicit claim to participating in the Christian exegetical tradition in the Preface, where 

she states that that her poem offers “a consenting testimony with the whole Church” to 

God’s works (5).  This section, then, begins my investigation into the relation between 

Order and Disorder and Hutchinson’s theological context by arguing that Canto 1 

represents her poetic version of a theological prolegomenon.  

In his magisterial Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics, Muller has identified 

the intense concern among Reformed orthodox theologians with the principles and 

foundations of theology—that is, with a number of epistemological issues and theoretical 

grounding of the theological project.  As sixteenth- and seventeenth-century theologians 

succeeded the original reformers and the reformed church became more established and 

institutionalized, the need for “university-level training in theology as a system” in 

context of “disciplined academic teaching” became apparent (PRRD 1: 109).  A 
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consequence of the academic institutionalization of theology was a need to articulate 

explicitly its foundations and methods in the form of prolegomena, or the “explicit 

enunciation of [the] presuppositions and principles” of theology (1: 85).  As Muller 

writes: 

The theological prolegomena of the late sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries are, arguably, the most exhaustive and finely tooled 
prolegomena in the history of theology.  The intense polemics of the 
century following the Reformation forced all parties in the theological 
debate to examine, clarify, and defend their presuppositions more 
carefully than ever before…The resulting prolegomena manifest a mastery 
of the issues and debates underlying the theological enterprise that has 
seldom been achieved in the history of theology. (1: 109) 
 

An important feature of the prolegomena is their deep interest in the relation of theology 

to epistemology.  Any attempt to establish a field of study within the university inevitably 

raises questions about how that field relates to the intellect.  The nature of theology as 

involving the “inherent paradox” of the attempt to understand an incomprehensible God 

and to communicate an ultimately incommunicable truth makes the need for a coherent 

epistemological account more pressing.  And so the prolegomena attempt to answer 

questions such as: 

What is theology?  What is the relationship of theology to God’s own 
truth?  Where does theology stand among the ways of human knowing?  
How can a knowledge or wisdom concerning diving things draw on the 
resources of human reason and human language?  What are the necessary 
and irreducible foundations of theological statement…? (PRRD 1:86) 
 

As I will show, a major part of Owen’s prolegomenon, Theologoumena Pantodapa, 

resorts to the topos of the divisions of theology as it offers answers to these questions.7  

Hutchinson in turn adapts the topos to her argument against Lucretius.8 

Hutchinson closely studied the first two books of Theologoumena Pantodapa, 

resulting in an abridged translation, On Theologie, which was published by her 
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descendent Julius Hutchinson in 1817.9  The same lively intellectual engagement noticed 

in her translation of Lucretius is at work here as well. 10  Certainly, her efforts were 

enough to acquire a thorough and intimate knowledge of Owen’s work, as further 

investigation shows.  In what follows, I shall demonstrate that Hutchinson deployed the 

theological language and distinctions of Reformed prolegomena from Theologoumena 

Pantodapa in the first canto of Order and Disorder.  As such, that canto represents her 

own prolegomenon, highly unusual since it is written in verse by a woman with no 

professional connection to either church or university.  In particular, Hutchinson deploys 

the topos of the divisions of theology, a series of distinctions regarding the various forms 

of theological knowledge, as she establishes the epistemological foundation for her 

deployment of covenant theology. 

But Hutchinson does not simply trot out her notes on Owen, versifying doctrine 

without her own sense of purpose.  Rather, she consciously deploys them in support of 

the poem’s overall rhetorical project of restoring and celebrating faith in God and 

understanding of his works.  If Hutchinson’s account is to succeed in persuading readers, 

including herself, of the superiority of the Christian account, a convincing epistemology 

is certainly helpful and probably necessary, especially when the polemical context has 

been set by a radically different description of what is real and what can be known.  In 

other words, if, as Lucretius argues, nothing exists beyond atoms in motion, then nothing 

can be known beyond, or from beyond, those atoms in motion.  If, however, as 

Hutchinson argues, the material universe has been created by a self-existing God who is 

spirit, there some obvious epistemological questions immediately present themselves.  If 

part of reality is inaccessible to the sensory organs, can it be known?  If so, can it be 
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known immediately as it is, or is some form of mediation necessary?  And can it be 

known fully, in its entirety, or are there conditions limiting the degree to which it can be 

known? 

Hutchinson uses the divisions of theology to answer these questions in such a way 

as to defend the Reformed position that the God to whom she attributes Creation and 

Providence is a spirit.  The Westminster Confession’s chapter on God begins by calling 

him “a most pure Spirit, invisible, without body, parts, or passions” (2.1), and Hutchinson 

consistently assumes this position throughout Order and Disorder.  Recognition of this 

foundational presupposition is indispensible for an accurate understanding of Order and 

Disorder in context of the contemporary Reformed theology that Hutchinson studied.  

For instance, Goldberg’s assumption that Hutchinson grounds Order and Disorder in 

Lucretian materialism undergirds his claim that what Hutchinson calls “Creation” is in 

fact “Lucretian nature” (292-93).  However, as I show in Chapter Five, Hutchinson’s 

narration of Creation depends on a Reformed conception of Christ as the creative Word 

of God.  Consequently, a materialist ontology does not account for her assertion that, 

because Creation is legible, her readers can commune with God as they meditate on it.  

More importantly, Hutchinson not only explicitly disavowed Lucretian philosophy twice, 

but also demonstrably subscribes in Order and Disorder to a theological system that 

asserts a transcendent God who reveals himself within the created order.  Even in the first 

paragraph of the Preface, Hutchinson contrasts Lucretius’s “account” of “the original of 

things” with “that revelation God gives of himself and his operations.”  There, she finds 

that God’s wisdom “so transcendently excell[s] all that was human, so much above our 

narrow reason.”  Lucretius, on the other hand, had to make do with “the dim light of 



140 
 

corrupted nature and defective traditions”: not having recourse to revelation, he had no 

more than the guesses and hunches available to a finite, sinful human.  Thus, the central 

distinction of the divisions of theology is present from the Preface of Order and Disorder 

as Hutchinson introduces her polemic against the burgeoning materialist ontology of her 

day, represented by Lucretius alongside her overt defense of the revealed narrative of 

Creation and Providence.  

Although the distinction between archetypal and ectypal theology is a standard 

feature of Christian theology (appearing, for example, in the first question of Aquinas’ 

Summa Theologica), Fransicus Junius’s highly influential De vera theologia (1594) was 

the first to revise it for use in Protestant theology.  The distinction acknowledges the 

epistemological gap between the divine self-knowledge and the human knowledge of 

God.  When Amandus Polanus integrated Junius’s version into his Syntagma (1609) as he 

“brought [it] to bear on the full [Reformed theological] system,” the distinction became a 

mainstay of Reformed prolegomena (PRRD 1: 113-15).  In Reformed theology, it 

generally appears in the topos of the divisions of theology, a series of related distinctions, 

generally made with terse precision, designed to establish the place occupied by 

humanity in relationship to divine revelation.  The topos is perhaps best conveyed by 

quoting Polanus’s summary: 

True theology is either archetypal or ectypal.  Ectypal theology is 
considered either in itself or as it is in rational creatures.  There are two 
ends of the theology created to rational creatures: the primary and highest 
is the glory of God as the highest good; the secondary and subordinate is 
the bliss of rational creatures.  The parts of bliss are two: freedom from all 
evils and possession of all true good things that rational creatures can 
possess of God; for example, the vision of God, conformity to God, 
sufficiency in God and a certain knowledge of his eternal felicity.  The 
vision of God in man is either obscure or clear.  Ectypal theology 
considered as it is in rational creatures is both of Christ as he is the head of 
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the church according to his humanity and of the members of Christ’s 
body.  The latter is either of the blessed or of pilgrims.  The theology of 
the blessed is either of angels or of men.  The theology of pilgrims has a 
twofold pattern: for it is considered either absolutely or concretely.  The 
theology of pilgrims absolutely so called and considered according to its 
nature, is essentially one, eternal, and immutable; considered according to 
its adjuncts, it is either old or new.  Theology of pilgrims or our theology 
considered concretely or as it exists in the pilgrims themselves through 
efficient causes, is partly infused and partly acquired… (qtd. in Rehnman 
59) 
 

These distinctions and divisions exert a formative force on the work of the theologians 

who use them.  They have their roots in the Scotist critique of the analogia entis, which 

supplies the basic “ontological and epistemological premise” that finitum non capax 

infiniti ‘the finite mind is incapable of infinity’.11  As Muller writes, “the human mind 

cannot know the archetype.” which is “”God himself, the identity of self and self-

knowledge in the absolutely and essentially wise God” (PRRD 1: 229-31).  Because the 

archetype of theology 

is uncreated (increata), identical with the form or essence of God 
(formalis), absolute, infinite, utterly simple or incomplex (simplicissima), 
and utterly simultaneous (tota simul), that is, without either temporal or 
logical sequence, it must also be incommunicable (incommunicablis)…All 
that can be naturally communicated to created things of such an ultimate 
wisdom are but faint images or vestiges (imagines aut etiam vestigia).  
There is no analogical path from the divine imprint upon the created order 
to a full knowledge of God. (1: 231-32) 
 

To sum up, archetypal theology is God’s knowledge of himself; ectypal theology is the 

knowledge of God available to created, rational beings through revelation.   

By the time Owen was at work on Theologoumena Pantodapa, Junius’s 

deployment of the divisions topos had become accepted widely enough to admit minor 

terminological differences among theologians who used the topos as a whole.  While 

Owen’s version is substantially the same as those of his continental counterparts, he 
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muddies the waters by quibbling over the proper use of the term “archetypal theology.”  

Owen distinguishes between “the truth as it is in itself” and its reception “by a finite 

human mind.”  There is a unitary truth about God, but his “unlimited self-sufficiency” 

demands that “He himself alone may know himself perfectly.”  Because his 

understanding “has no limits,” his self-comprehension “is an infinite attribute” which 

“can be entered into by no other being” such that “knowledge in its true fullness can only 

rest in God himself.”  Owen clearly invokes the notion of archetypal theology as present 

in so many other Reformed prolegomena.  Curiously, though, he explicitly denies that he 

is speaking of archetypal theology: “this attribute of absolute Godhead, to know first 

truths in knowing, comprehending, and loving itself, may not, except improperly, be 

called ‘archetypal theology’.” 12  Muller suggests that Owen’s reluctance to label God’s 

self-knowledge as archetypal theology is a consequence of his emphasis on the revealed 

nature of ectypal theology (1: 233).  No matter what led Owen to reject the terminology, 

his insistence that only God can know himself fully and that his readers therefore stand in 

need of revelation indicates that he embraced the substance of the distinction within the 

overall context of the topos of the divisions of theology.  

As the pattern or source of ectypal theology, archetypal theology constitutes the 

epistemological grounding for ectypal theology in two ways.  First, without a source, the 

copy or image simply cannot exist.  Without archetypal theology, ectypal theology 

simply cannot exist.  Second, because of the absolute incongruity between the archetype 

and the ectype, any possibility of theological knowledge necessarily originates in God as 

he accommodates the form of revelation to the abilities of the recipients: “ectypal 

theology is communicable: it is the reflection or image of the incommunicable sapientia 
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that is in God and is possible only as a communication from God” (PRRD 1: 235).  Any 

theology, or knowledge of God as considered in the abstract, must be supernaturally 

revealed.  The natural theology that Owen later describes is not knowledge of God per se 

so much as a logical inference from the phenomena of the created world that a Creator 

must exist.  Apart from the mere fact of his existence and some halting clues as to his 

character, there is no theology made available to the human mind by nature.  Owen 

writes: “theologiæ naturalis λείψανα deinde ea quicquid sint, theologiam veram non esse 

videbimus.” ‘We do not consider the relics (λείψανα) of natural theology, of whatever 

type, to be true theology’ (Owen’s Works 17: 45, emphasis original). 

Because Reformed orthodox theologians recognize both angels and humans as 

rational beings capable of knowing God through his gracious revelation, they generally 

divide ectypal theology into that of angels and of humans.  Owen follows the standard 

usage, both in making the distinction and in passing by angelic theology rather quickly as 

irrelevant to his broader discussion of covenant theology.  Owen declares that, as Christ 

is unique among humanity as the theandros, so his theology, the theologia unionis based 

on the hypostatic union of his divine and human natures, is unique.  It furthermore 

“comprehendi nequeant” ‘cannot be comprehended’ by ordinary human reasoning, and 

thus Owen refrains from prying into that which is beyond him (Owen’s Works 17: 38).  

Nevertheless, the theologia unionis is foundational to Owen’s insistence that Christ is the 

mediator of the covenant.  The unique union of Christ’s divine and human natures allows 

him to transverse the epistemological abyss between archetype and ectype as he 

communicates divine revelation to humanity in a form accommodated to its epistemic 

limitations.  As Trueman writes, “Owen’s understanding of Christ’s person and Christ’s 
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work are inextricably connected” so that the hypostatic union provides the foundation for 

his mediatorial work (Reformed Catholic 77).  

There are, furthermore, two classes of mortal men, the possessores or beati, who 

now possess the eternal blessedness which comes from the sight of God, and the viatores, 

those who are (or were) alive and en route (in via) to God.  He makes a final distinction 

in the theologia viatorum: Adam and Eve knew God by revelation before the Fall, but 

after that, all knowledge of God among people is conditioned by the Fall:13 the first 

people were for a time finite but unfallen.14  Like the theologia unionis, the distinction 

between theology ante lapsum and post lapsum are critical to Owen’s description of 

covenant theology, underlying his understanding of natural and revealed theology. 

I contend that Hutchinson systematically invokes many of these distinctions in the 

first canto of Order and Disorder.  As the entire trajectory of Theologoumena Pantodapa 

emerges from and is governed by the divisions of theology, so Hutchinson’s narrative of 

Creation and Providence in Order and Disorder follows from her deployment of the 

divisions.  One immediate and obvious consequence of this claim is the recognition that, 

contrary to what a number of scholars have claimed, the first canto of Order and 

Disorder does not closely follow the Genesis account.  On the contrary, it freely draws on 

a number of theological topics (such as the Trinity, eternity, the divine 

incomprehensibility, Heaven, and angels) that may be implied by the biblical narrative 

but are by no means explicitly invoked.  Before proceeding, however, a few comments on 

the relationship of theology and poetry in Order and Disorder may prove helpful.   In 

terms of genre, both theology and poetry might accurately be said to have their own 

conventions, opportunities, constraints, and purposes.  As a seventeenth-century poet, 
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Hutchinson was faced with conventions demanding close attention to numbers and 

rhymes, to the extent that Milton felt it necessary to defend his use of blank verse in 

Paradise Lost in a prefatory note (Riverside Milton 352).  The prosodic constraints of the 

rhyming couplets used by Hutchinson inevitably diminish the precision with which she 

can versify theological concepts, especially as regards the explicit terminology.  On 

Theologie reveals her considerable acumen at ingesting and reprising theological 

concepts with the standard theological vocabulary.  Order and Disorder, however, poses 

the different and perhaps much more difficult challenge of accurately packaging the 

concepts in poetic language without using the well-developed terminology Owen was 

drawing from other Reformed orthodox writers.  Instead of definition and distinction, her 

resources include metaphor, description, circumlocution, and narration.  In terms of 

content, however, the intellectual content of the first canto of Order and Disorder is 

substantially the same, if generically distinct, as the same content of the prolegomena.  

Hutchinson does not include every single division to be found in a prolegomenon, but 

what she does include accords with the broader Reformed tradition. 

The topos of the divisions of theology proved fruitful to Hutchinson’s meditations 

on Genesis largely because she formulated her response to Lucretius in epistemological 

terms.  Although Hutchinson was certainly concerned about the lack of theological 

accuracy in Lucretius, she realized that his mistaken conclusions about God and his 

works stem directly from his epistemological and ontological premises and practices.  

While asserting in the Preface to Order and Disorder that Lucretian atomism is “the 

poison of human wit and wisdom,” she attributes the poison to Lucretius’s 

epistemological methodology.  Though he might be enumerated among “the wisest of 
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mankind,” he “only walked in the dim light of corrupted nature and defective traditions” 

so that despite his “industry” he could only “trace out or invent” a poisonously false 

version of Creation and Providence (3).  What she says briefly in the Preface she 

develops much more fully in her letter to the Annesley.  There, Hutchinson excoriates not 

only Lucretius but also the whole contemporary “fardle of Philosophers” that share his 

assumptions.  Their error, in general terms, is their inability to “dive into the true 

Originall and Cause of Beings and Accidents,” instead attributing such things to “this 

Casuall, Irrationall dance of Attomes.”  The failure in conclusions, Hutchinson continues, 

arises from faulty premises, since they “are not translated from darknesse to light by 

supernaturall illumination” (De Rerum Natura 24).  A materialist ontology, with its 

related epistemology, is simply incapable of discerning a God who is spirit through the 

formal causes he has placed in Creation.  Instead of looking to revelation to explain 

Creation, Lucretius looks to Nature to explain Nature.  Working without recourse to 

divine revelation, Lucretius and those whom Hutchinson associates with him are left, at 

best, with guesswork: 

though they have generall notions, wanting a revelation and guide to lead 
them into a true and distinct knowledge, of the Nature of God, of the 
Originall and Remedie of Sin, of the Spring and nature of Blessedness, 
they set up their vaine imaginations in the roome of God… (25) 
 

She repeatedly points to this dynamic in which a strictly rational epistemology without 

reference to supernatural revelation leads to a false understanding of the world.  

Hutchinson conveys this dynamic with the gnomic statement that “sencelesse 

superstitions drive carnall reason into Atheisme.”  Even more explicitly, she writes that 

she “saw the insufficiency of humane reason (how greate an Idoll soever it is now 

become among the gowne-men) to arrive at any pure and simple Truth, with all its helps 
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of Art and Studie” (26).15  Assuming the Reformed paradigm in which God, the 

archetype of theology, can only be known as he reveals himself, then any attempt at 

doing theology from an explicitly and entirely natural starting point is doomed to end in 

error.  When Hutchinson insists on the distinction between archetypal and ectypal 

theology in the overall anti-Lucretian context of Order and Disorder, she is critiquing 

what she sees as Lucretius’s epistemological limitations and implicitly correcting them 

with her own Reformed approach. 

Having considered Hutchinson’s enmeshment in the tradition of Reformed 

prolegomena through Owen’s Theologoumena Pantodapa, I now consider how she 

deploys the topos of the divisions of theology in the first canto of Order and Disorder.  

The canto begins, as previously noted, with Hutchinson’s explicit statement of the epic 

matter of the poem, Creation and “stupendous” Providence.  Given the context and 

Hutchinson’s facility with Latin, the unusual adjective, formed from the gerundive of 

“stupere,” ‘to be struck senseless, to be amazed at,’ can legitimately be interpreted as 

carrying a stronger meaning that it currently has, especially considering that the OED 

observes that current usage of “stupendous” is trivial in comparison with earlier times, 

citing seventeenth-century examples in support.16  Already Hutchinson has begun her 

argument that full comprehension of God’s works are epistemologically beyond our 

capability: such is the wonder of his Providence that our proper response is dumbstruck 

awe.  She repeatedly asserts her inability as a finite created being to comprehend divinity 

or make any statement about divinity without revelation: 

In these outgoings would I sing his praise, 
But my weak sense with the too glorious rays 
Is struck with such confusion that I find 
Only the world’s first Chaos in my mind, 
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Where light and beauty lie wrapped up in seed 
And cannot be from the dark prison freed 
Except that Power by whom the world was made 
My soul in her imperfect strugglings aid… (1.21-8, emphasis added) 
 

Like Owen, Hutchinson is clearly aware of the long tradition identifying ‘light’ with 

‘theological truth.’  She translated passages from Theologoumena Pantodapa that use the 

analogy,17 and refers explicitly to “the light of Truth” in her Preface.  She is doubtlessly 

using the analogy here; surely the ‘too glorious rays’ shining forth from God’s “wisdom, 

goodness, might and glory” (1:19) are too much for Hutchinson’s mind, not eyes, to take 

in.  The very attempt to comprehend the archetype of being overwhelms the poet.  She 

can conceive of the “first Chaos” because it was created and finite, accessible within the 

ectypal order.  But the “forms” of revealed truth, the underlying narrative shape by which 

God differentiated the “first Chaos” into the created world as her readers know it, cannot 

be seen without the revelatory intellectual “aid” of “that Power” who made the world. 

A standard feature of the Reformed notion of archetypal theology is the assertion 

that God’s attributes cannot be known as such.18  While Hutchinson could legitimately 

refer to such attributes as holiness or justice, she tends to refer to eternity as the 

representative incomprehensible attribute of God, which makes sense given her epic 

matter of Creation and Providence.  These doctrines cannot be known apart from the 

sequence of time, nor can they be fully communicated in their ectypal sense without 

narrating actions through time.  Hutchinson’s insistence on what might be called 

chronological humility results from her sense of her own limitations: 

What dark Eternity hath kept concealed 
From mortals’ apprehensions… 
It were presumptuous folly to inquire. 
Let not my thoughts beyond their bounds aspire: 
Time limits mortals… (1.38-43) 
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The ‘bounds’ in question are not moral but rather epistemological, not arbitrarily imposed 

by Hutchinson’s puritanical self-restraint but rather by the given structure of reality in 

which finite creatures are limited to knowledge of finite things.  The ‘presumptuous folly’ 

comes simply from presuming the ability to do what cannot be done, to know what 

cannot be known, the unfulfillable desire for unmediated knowledge of the archetype. 

Such knowledge Hutchinson understands to be wholly impossible.  The 

transcendence of divinity by definition cannot be taken in by the created observer: 

[God d]wells in himself, and to himself is known, 
His essence wrapped up in mysterious clouds 
While he himself in dazzling glory shrouds: 
And so even that by which we have our sight 
His covering is: He clothes himself with light. 
Easier we may the winds in prison shut… 
Than stretch frail human though unto the height 
Of the great God, immense and infinite… (1.48-58, emphasis original) 
 

A clearer evocation of the divine incomprehensibility would be hard to find.  The image 

of the light, which simultaneously makes it impossible to see God but possible to see 

everything else, is instructive.  Clearly, it refers to intellectual as well as physical sight, 

so that while Hutchinson’s readers cannot directly know God’s essence, his essence still 

is the foundation of human knowing.  She is conveying the paradox of Reformed 

theology in which, as Muller puts it, the divine self-knowledge is “incommunicable” but 

at the same time “communicative” as all rational beings “receive the imprint of the 

divine,” permitting them “to apprehend revelation, to have theology” (1: 232). 

Despite asserting the divine incomprehensibility, Hutchinson firmly maintains 

that something of God can be known through revelation, as seen in her lengthy, 

supremely orthodox expression of the doctrine of the Trinity.  Certainly, there is nothing 

there to trouble the strictest contemporary theologians—nevertheless, she predicates a 
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number of things about God. She does this with the marginal citations of scripture and by 

explicit statements, using revelation as the source of her own ectypal theology.  Norbrook 

has highlighted Hutchinson’s occasional use of the marginal citations as a vehicle for 

indirect political commentary (Order and Disorder xxv-xxviii), but the citations as a 

group plays a central, visible role in Hutchinson’s epistemological argument.  Although 

this dissertation is not the place for a thorough investigation of the glosses, a few remarks 

on the basic function they serve in the text are certainly germane.  The very fact of their 

existence, considered apart from their content, is Hutchinson’s tacit admission of her 

place within ectypal theology.  By continuously pointing to the biblical sources of her 

meditation, she claims revelation rather than invention as the foundation of her 

arguments: she must not go beyond what is written, lest she fall into the error inherent in 

attempts to understand that which the human mind cannot understand.19  Instead, she 

carefully obeys the analogia fidei, the analogy of faith that, as stated in the Westminster 

Confession, dictates that “The infallible Rule of Interpretation of Scripture is the 

Scripture itself” (1.9).20  And so, relying on sola Scriptura, Hutchison cites place after 

place as both source and support for her discursive meditations on Genesis.  For example, 

she supports her articulation of the doctrine of the Trinity with thirty-eight different 

places in the space of sixty or so lines.  The very existence of the marginalia reminds 

Hutchinson’s readers that theological truth cannot be known apart from what God has 

said about himself. 

After defining human knowledge negatively in terms of what cannot be known, 

Hutchinson begins to articulate the positive possibilities.  In broad terms, she envisions 

two broad categories of truth, revealed and natural.  Ectypal theology can be understood 
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as a mediated and accommodated form of archetypal theology, mediated through the 

Scripture and accommodated to humanity’s finitude and fallenness.  And so Hutchinson 

calls for reliance on the accessible medium of Scripture rather than the inevitably 

inadequate attempts at unmediated access to archetypal truth represented by Plato’s ideal 

forms: 

…let’s waive Platonic dreams 
Of worlds made in Idea, fitter themes 
For poets’ fancies than the reverent view 
Of contemplation, fixed on what is true 
And only certain, kept upon record 
In the Creator’s own revealèd Word, 
Which, when it taught us how our world was made, 
Wrapped up th’invisible in mystic shade… (1.173-80) 
 

The concluding image of the verse paragraph is an impressive encapsulation of how the 

distinction between archetypal and ectypal theology meets in our perception.  Hutchinson 

assumes the reality of Creation as a historical act.  The existing world was made by God 

as such, not as an image reflecting a ‘real’ Platonic form.  Yet that historical act in which 

God made the world is epistemologically inaccessible, for it occurred before anyone 

could observe it: to the human subject, the act of Creation is quite literally ‘invisible,’ 

since the passage of time dictates that it cannot be seen.  Nevertheless, though 

Hutchinson’s readers cannot see Creation itself as it happens, they can see it in Scripture: 

once something invisible is wrapped, its form becomes visible, though the thing itself is 

hidden.  Thus, they can see the image (the ectype) of that eternal and infinite original (the 

archetype) which their finite perception prevents them from taking in immediately. 

Nevertheless, Hutchinson takes a fairly optimistic view of sensory perception: her 

readers can not only apprehend the material world with a high degree of accuracy, they 

can also infer some truths about God from that apprehension: 
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Yet as a hidden spring appears in streams, 
The sun is seen in its reflected beams, 
Whose high-embodied glory is too bright, 
Too strong an object for weak mortal sight; 
So in God’s visible productions we 
What is invisible in some sort see; 
While we, considering each created thing, 
Are led up to an uncreated spring, 
And by gradations of successive time 
At last unto Eternity do climb; 
As we in tracks of second causes tread 
Unto the first uncausèd cause are led; 
And know, while we perpetual motion see, 
There must a first self-moving Power be, 
To whom all the inferior motions tend, 
In whom they are begun, and where they end. (1.61-72, emphasis added) 
 

At first glance, this passage seems to undercut what Hutchinson has already been saying: 

if God indeed transcends human knowledge, how can her readers discern him through 

second causes?  Is Hutchinson undermining the distinction between the archetype and the 

ectype by removing the supposedly intransversible gap between them?  Getz has 

answered these questions in the affirmative, arguing that these lines constitute 

Hutchinson’s articulation of the analogia entis, which he describes as  

the central doctrine which allows creaturely knowledge of God.  For 
Hutchinson, created humans cannot reach up to an utterly transcendent 
God, but God, by virtue of his triune being, has always already traversed 
the infinite distance between the Father and the Son which is greater than 
and encompasses the difference between God and creation. (67) 
 

Because God has always already passed over the ontological chasm existing between 

himself and the created order, humans can acquire knowledge of God by natural means.  

For Getz, that means that humans can perceive the glory of God through created beauty: 

“the invisible being of God, his shekinah glory, is already expressed analogically in the 

visible being of creation” (68).  



153 
 

However, a closer reading of Hutchinson’s imagery in 1.61-72 (quoted above), far 

from revealing her use of the analogia entis, shows her admission that the consideration 

of second causes is insufficient to reveal God.  Only a few lines earlier, Hutchinson has 

already asserted that God “to himself is known” (1.48), which clearly implies that what 

Getz calls his “invisible being” is not accessible to human perception.  Similarly, 

meditation on second causes does not actually culminate in a sight of God unmediated by 

revelation.  The “hidden spring” remains hidden to the beholder; only the “streams” 

which it produces present themselves to be seen.  Similarly, the sun itself cannot be seen 

except in a reflection; its rays overwhelm “weak mortal sight.”  Likewise, “God’s visible 

productions” can be seen in Creation, but God himself continues to defy human 

epistemological limitations.  Uncreated being and eternity, in which the uncreated First 

Cause dwells, are still beyond human perception.  Hutchinson’s readers only “climb” 

“unto Eternity”: they do not enter in.  The existence of a Creator can be inferred from 

Creation, but that inference does not mean an intuitive and comprehensive vision of God 

any more than inferring the existence of the sun from a flash of light implies a glance of 

the sun itself.  Her imagery, then, does not admit the possibility that second causes can 

give unmediated knowledge of the First Cause other than the bare fact of its existence. 

Furthermore, Hutchinson’s immersion in Reformed theology indicates her 

rejection of the analogia entis in favor of archetypal theology.  At this point, an explicit 

distinction between the analogia entis and archetypal theology is salutary.21  The 

Reformed understanding of archetypal theology asserts precisely what the analogia entis 

denies: that there is an impassable ontological abyss sundering human finitude from the 

divine infinity.  However, the chasm as understood within the confines of archetypal 
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theology is impenetrable only from the human perspective.  Reformed theologians 

asserted their doctrine of revelation as a necessary corollary of archetypal theology: God 

in Christ, the Divine Word, has indeed crossed the gap by condescendingly speaking in 

ways accommodated to humanity’s epistemological limitations.  Thus, despite the 

unspeakably great difference between God and the created order, his gracious self-

revelation to humanity through the covenant provides the grounds for knowledge of and 

communion with God. 

Accordingly, Hutchinson’s emphasis on the revelatory character of divine truth 

indicates that she does not accept the analogia entis as the basis of her ontology and its 

related epistemology.  After all, she disavows all knowledge of God except what she 

“learnt out of his own word” (Order and Disorder 4).  Such a statement is inconsistent 

with full adherence to the analogia entis.  Hutchinson’s language of second causes, 

moreover, does not imply that one who treads in the tracks of second causes can use them 

to “ascend by analogy” to “a clear vision of God” (Muller 1: 227).  Instead, her language 

recalls Owen’s description of natural theology, which, wholly apart from revelation, 

permits even unregenerate humanity to infer a Creator from creation.22 Both Owen and 

Hutchinson, however, implicitly distinguish knowledge of the existence of God from 

knowledge of God: much of Book II of Theologoumena Pantodapa narrates that 

distinction by showing how knowledge that God exists inevitably leads to idolatry in the 

absence of revealed truth. 

Although the distinction between archetypal and ectypal theology is the first and 

most significant of the divisions of theology, Hutchinson proceeds to make several other 

of the distinctions common in Reformed prolegomena.  After rehearsing the doctrine of 
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God and the related distinctions in the first 150 lines of Canto 1, Hutchinson continues 

with a brief verse paragraph explaining the relationship of Time to Motion and a longer 

description of what can be known of Heaven by scriptural revelation.  Then she invokes 

the next stage of the divisions of theology, theologia angelorum, the theology of angels.  

Like Owen, Hutchinson passes theologia angelorum as too high for humans: 

These perfect, pure intelligences be, 
Excel in might and in celerity, 
Whose sublime natures and whose agile powers 
Are vastly so superior unto ours 
Our narrow thoughts cannot to them extend 
And things so far above us comprehend 
As in themselves, although in part we know 
Some scantlings by appearances below 
And sacred writ… (1.253-61) 
 

After dealing with angels, Hutchinson finally comes to theologia nostra, the theology 

pertaining to humans, the ectypal image of the heavenly original, which can be 

sufficiently understood by finite and fallen humanity: 

But leave we looking through the veil, nor pry 
Too long on things wrapped up in mystery, 
Reserved to be our wonder at that time 
When we shall up to their high mountain climb… 
Then from the height we cannot comprehend, 
Let us to our inferior world descend… (1.292-300) 
 

Here, finally, is the realm to which the human knower belongs, the finite, created order 

that her readers can experience via the physical senses and process with the rational 

faculty.  By setting off what her readers can understand in “our inferior world” against 

that “mystery” at which they shall “wonder” in the eschaton, Hutchinson invokes the 

distinction between theologia beatorum and theologia viatorum.  Only after these 

preliminary and formative epistemological distinctions are made does Hutchinson move 

to her meditations on Creation as such. 
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Significantly, however, Hutchinson places her discussion of the first day of 

Creation in her first canto rather than at the beginning of a new canto as might have been 

expected.  In the biblical account, God creates light by verbal fiat on the first day.  As 

Hutchinson describes it, “God called forth Light: that Word the creature made” (1.310).  

For Hutchinson, light represents the good, and the rhythmic interplay between day and 

night is an “emblem” of both the “everlasting feud / ‘Twixt sons of light and darkness” 

and the fragility of human life, with its “wasting lights” soon extinguished (1.323-30).  

The emblem is not dualistic: the evil, violence, and wastage that Hutchinson associates 

with darkness are neither originary nor final.  Light shall prevail over darkness: 

Wherever the true seed of light is sown 
The powers of darkness may contend in vain, 
It shall a conqueror rise and ever reign. 
For when God the victorious morning viewed, 
Approving his own work he said ‘twas good, 
And of inanimate creatures sure the best, 
As that which shows and beautifies the rest; 
Those melancholy thoughts which night creates 
And feeds in mortal bosoms, dissipates… (1.331-40) 
 

Because God made light and called it good, it is good and has the power to dissipate 

darkness.  Its proper function is to make things visible and show their beauty to all who 

would see it.  It also, however, functions as a second cause pointing to the existence of 

the first cause: Hutchinson gestures proleptically towards the conception of Creation that 

she will unveil in the following two cantos by observing that light (like other Created 

things) dimly displays a trace that, considered in light of biblical revelation, leads the 

meditator back to God: 

By [light] th’Almighty Maker doth dispense 
To earthly creatures heavenly influence; 
By it with angels’ swiftness are our eyes 
Exalted to the glory of the skies, 
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In whose bright character the light divine, 
Which flesh cannot behold, doth dimly shine… (1.343-48) 
 

As Hutchinson sees light, she raises her eyes to the sky, and can “see” God through his 

works.  Considered in its visible form, light enables her to see beauty and thus dimly infer 

the existence of its analogate, the ‘light divine.’  Considered in its intelligible form, light 

in the sense of revealed truth allows ectypal knowledge of the transcendent, eternal, and 

infinite God.  As such, light as that which permits vision (whether with mortal eyes or 

eyes of faith) serves as a fitting conclusion for a canto so keenly concerned with the 

various ways of knowing available to “viatores” ‘pilgrims’ such as Hutchinson.  Her 

emblematic interpretation of the light also gestures towards her hermeneutic strategy for 

the coming meditations on the rest of Creation. 

What Hutchinson does in the first canto is of fundamental importance for the 

argument of Order and Disorder.  In terms of her implicit dialogue with Lucretius, the 

use of the divisions of theology, along with the intricate yet orthodox formulation of the 

doctrine of the Trinity, demonstrates that the biblical epic conforms to her explicit 

repudiations of atomism in the Preface.  The ontological and epistemological assumptions 

inherent in the divisions, are thoroughly incompatible with the materialist ontology 

associated with Lucretius and his seventeenth-century followers.  In terms of her reading 

of Owen, her use of the first canto as a prolegomenon not only reflects his similar use of 

the first three chapters of Book I, but also indicates a careful and nuanced understanding 

of the material she had translated in On Theologie.  Hutchinson’s technically difficult 

recasting of Owen’s theology in rhymed iambic couplets represents a deep understanding 

of his arguments as well as an impressive poetic achievement.  In terms of the remainder 

of Order and Disorder, Hutchinson’s deployment of the divisions of theology forms the 
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basis for her development of covenant theology and the doctrines of the Creation and 

Providence.  In the next chapter, I argue that Hutchinson describes a legible Creation that 

can be read by meditation.  To be rightly understood, however, her dilation of the Genesis 

account must be considered in context of her deployment of the divisions of theology.  

For Hutchinson, meditation on Creation in the absence of the revealed truth of Scripture 

culminates in the pernicious errors of atomism.  Only when meditations are guided by 

revelation can the fallen, finite Christian discern truths about God’s character through the 

second causes of Creation.
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Cantos 2 and 3 and the Legibility of Creation 
 
 

If there is no proportion between the infinite God and his Creation, then what can 

be accomplished by meditating on Creation?  Hutchinson attempts to answer this 

question in Cantos 2 and 3 as she argues that God’s created works are not simply “the 

foppish casuall dance of attoms” (De Rerum Natura  25).  Instead, God has imbued 

Creation with lessons about his own character and the expectations he has for humanity.  

As she makes this argument, however, Hutchinson maintains consistency with her 

epistemological presuppositions: she does not expect unmediated access to the divine 

nature through meditation on Creation.  Instead, she uses her marginal glosses to point 

the reader to no fewer than 160 places in the Bible.  Her meditations on God’s Word 

inform her meditations on his works.  In turn, meditation on his works provides wisdom 

and moral guidance for those who seek to obey God’s covenant. 

This chapter argues that Hutchinson uses Cantos 2 and 3 to model meditation on 

Creation for her readers.  To do so, she argues that Creation is legible, or open to reading 

or interpretation, and then offers her own readings of what God made on each of the six 

days of Creation.  She employs rhetorical figures ranging from the bestiary to typology as 

she considers what lessons in covenant obedience can be found in her objects of 

meditation.  In the first section, I show how Hutchinson’s dilation of the second, third, 

fourth, and fifth days of Creation in Canto 2 points to Christ, the Word of God, as the 

agent of the Trinity in Creation.  Christ’s agency grounds her emphasis on Creation’s 

legibility in context of revealed theology and allows her to acquire moral wisdom by 



160 
 

meditation.  In the second section, I consider Hutchinson’s account of humanity’s arche 

and telos in her dilation of the sixth and seventh days of Creation in Canto 3.  She 

deploys the Augustinian notion of rest in God to assert that the human telos is implicit in 

its arche: God created people that they might commune with him by resting in him, so 

that rest in God is the true end of human motion.  Even as Hutchinson uses the blazon as 

a reminder of human origins, she uses a typological reading of the marriage of Adam and 

Eve and of God’s rest on the seventh day as a reminder of human purpose.  She also 

places her argument in terms of covenant theology by introducing the covenant of works 

as the sole means for communion with God. 

 
The Legibility of Creation in Canto 2 

 
As Hutchinson describes Creation as legible, she emphasizes the action of the 

second person of the Trinity: Christ, the Logos or Word of God.  In Order and Disorder, 

four of the six days when God “worked” refer to Christ as “the Word,” while a marginal 

reference in the fifth day points to Psalm 19, a celebration of God’s Word.1  Significantly, 

even though Hutchinson has previously stated that each person of the Trinity participates 

in each external act, she omits the Holy Spirit’s work of perfecting what the Father has 

ordained and the Son produced.  In so doing, she emphasizes God’s creative utterance 

and the Word’s enabling response, thus suggesting that communicability and 

signification, the possibility and means of communication, are original features of 

Creation.  As the product of God’s intelligible speech through the originating voice of the 

Father and the productive activity of the Son, Creation itself is from its beginning imbued 

with communicative potential: having been spoken in a literal sense, it can speak in a 
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metaphorical sense.  To use Hutchinson’s metaphor, Creation can be read by the eyes of 

faith because it was written by the Word of God. 

To diminish the identification of Christ as the creating Word, as Goldberg does, 

overlooks Hutchinson’s Trinitarian theology and risks misunderstanding her doctrine of 

Creation.  As part of his argument that Hutchinson appropriated Lucretian thought in 

Order and Disorder, he cites Lucretius’ well-known opening De Rerum Natura, “an 

invocation to Venus as one way to name the generative principle of the universe” (290).  

Lucretius’s Venus is not a god living on Olympus, consuming nectar and ambrosia, but 

rather an impersonal force, a metaphorical explanation of natural phenomena.  Over the 

next few pages, Goldberg implies that Hutchinson regards God and his word in the same 

way that Lucretius regards Venus: “God is the name in [Order and Disorder] for the 

principle of sameness that joins writing, plant life, and human life” (292).  He also claims 

that, for Hutchinson, “[t]he Word is made to explain the creation of a Lucretian nature” 

(293).  For Goldberg, then, the Word is not the Verbum Dei whose creative activity as the 

Second Person of the Trinity is described with such precision in Reformed theology, but 

rather another term for God, Venus, or the generative principle of the world.  Such a 

view, however, equates “Creation” with “nature,” and consequently cannot account for 

Hutchinson’s conception of Creation as teeming with hermeneutical possibilities that 

enable the interpreter to commune with the same creative Word.  Where Goldberg posits 

a nature in which identity is lost in difference, Hutchinson argues that human identity is 

found in communing with the inexpressibly different God who reveals himself in forms 

accommodated to human limitations through Christ, the Bible, Creation, and Providence 

(his Word and works).  Precisely because Hutchinson asserts that God creates through 
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Christ the Word, her doctrine of Creation cannot be regarded as springing from a 

materialist ontology, as Goldberg supposes.  Instead, the Word’s creative work imbues 

Creation with an intelligible and legible formal cause.  

Hutchinson’s argument that Creation is legible has distant roots in Augustine’s 

discussion of signs in De Doctrina Cristiana, which claims that some things are at once 

things and signs of other things.2  Thus as Hutchinson offers her meditations on Creation 

as exemplars for her readers’ use, she shows that created things can also serve as signs 

capable of instructing how to obey the covenant.  Significantly, though, she does not 

restrict her meditations to a single interpretive matrix, but instead deploys a range of 

figures ranging from the bestiary to the emblem to typological exegesis.  The 

proliferation of such figures suggests the intelligibility of Creation’s form, and claims 

Creation itself as one of those things which is also a sign pointing to the Creator.  On the 

one hand, she treats the concrete particularity of each created thing as a unique gift of 

God, good and useful in itself.  On the other hand, her doctrine of second causes impels 

her to interpret each thing as a sign pointing to the creative activity of the Word of God.  

To do so does not imply a neoplatonic yearning to transcend physical realities: 

Hutchinson repeatedly insists on the primal goodness of Creation.  Rather, her 

understanding of Creation’s emblematic legibility follows from her argument for a 

metaphysics in which God figures as the first and formal cause of Creation (Getz 14-69).  

Thus, Hutchinson implicitly challenges Lucretian materialism and its contemporary 

analogues by offering a rich view of what knowledge can be derived from Creation: the 

created order is not reducible to matter in motion, but rather its formal structure lends 

itself to a stunning variety of hermeneutical approaches that share an ability to discern 
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divine activity through second causes.3  As Hutchinson writes in Canto 1, God’s 

“extensive love” delights 

Its glory in the creatures to dilate, 
While they are led by their own excellence 
T’admire the first, pure, high Intelligence… 
No streams can shrink the self-supplying stream, 
No retributions can more fullness bring 
To the eternal fountain which doth run 
In sacred circles, ends where it begun, 
And thence with inexhausted life and force 
Begins again a new… (1.132-150) 
 

God dilates—that is, as Norbrook’s footnotes observes, God “spreads abroad”—his glory 

in Creation, and as people meditate on Creation in context of biblical revelation, that 

glory draws their eyes to God himself as he can be known ectypally.  

As I showed in Chapter Four, Hutchinson includes her meditation on the creation of 

light in the first canto due to the long-standing analogy between physical and intellectual 

light.  However, she does not use that passage merely as a vehicle for emphasizing 

Creation’s intelligibility.  Rather, she also exemplifies meditation on a legible Creation, 

gesturing proleptically towards her strategy as she reads the perpetual cycle in which day 

and night repeatedly replace each other in terms that she will revisit at the beginning of 

the unpublished continuation.  As she interprets the first products of God’s creative 

Word, Hutchinson shows her readers how to read Creation.  The first night “hurled” 

“black mists” over the radiant glory of the first day’s light, 

Damping the new-born splendour for a space 
Till the next morning did her shadows chase, 
With restored beauty and triumphant force 
Returning to begin another course: 
An emblem of that everlasting feud 
‘Twixt sons of light and darkness still pursued; 
And of that frail imperfect state wherein 
The wasting lights of mortal men begin… (1.318-26) 
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If all of Creation is legible, then each of its constituent parts can be read as a sign 

pointing to the Creator.  Thus, light can function as an emblem.  Such an approach is not 

unique to Hutchinson: Lewalski has identified a complex tradition of Protestant 

emblematics that permitted, or even encouraged, such an understanding of Creation.4 

However, Hutchinson’s use of the emblem to interpret Creation is only one of 

several hermeneutical instruments for understanding both the material and formal causes 

of Creation and of its particular constituent parts.  The bestiary, pre-Copernican 

astronomy, the blazon, and typological exegesis also serve her cause.  Despite the variety 

of interpretive vehicles, the means and ends remain consistent across each of the days.  

The end of her meditations is communion with God under the covenant; to achieve that 

end, she fixes her meditative gaze upon various concrete creations in search of allegorical 

sense that demonstrates some manifestation of God’s goodness or else offers her a lesson 

in obedience to God’s law, which, if followed, leads to fuller participation in the 

covenant.  Because of the important stakes, Hutchinson deploys these rhetorical figures 

carefully as she observes the proportion between the objects of meditation and the lessons 

drawn from them.  For example, in contrast to du Bartas, Hutchinson omits any fabulous 

beast when invoking the bestiary on the sixth day of Creation as she restricts her 

meditations to what actually was created, while her austere use of pre-Copernican 

astronomy severely curtails all but the most obvious significations of the heavenly 

bodies.  The effect of such care is a sober interpretation that avoids fantastic tall-tales in 

order to offer a reading of Creation as a reasonable alternative to Epicurean atomism and 

its renascent seventeenth-century forms. 
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On the second day, then, Hutchinson reads the ever-changing forms in the clouds, 

one of the most obviously interpretable and variously interpreted parts of Creation.  The 

clouds do not appear in the Genesis account of the second day, where God separates the 

firmaments from the waters (Genesis 1: 6-8).  Hutchinson’s addition, therefore, reveals 

her persuasive purpose of demonstrating that Creation can be read.  While watching the 

clouds, Hutchinson claims, we 

    sometimes see them like vast mountains rise, 
Sometimes like pleasant ships with clear waves glide, 
Sometimes like ships on foaming billows ride; 
Sometimes like mounted warriors they advance, 
And seem to fire the smoking ordinance, 
Sometimes like shady forests they appear, 
Here monsters walking, castles rising there.  (2.14-20) 
 

As anyone who has spent an afternoon watching clouds will know, the cloud-forms 

simultaneously invite and defy interpretation.  Each cloud can be read differently, and in 

the event that two onlookers manage to agree that a particular cloud looks like, say, a 

kangaroo, it will not be long until the wind alters both shape and interpretation.  What 

twenty-first-century critics would call an unstable horizon plainly pleases Hutchinson, 

who delights in the “march” and “change” of the clouds.  Her use of anaphora (the 

repetition of a word or phrase at the beginning of a line) invests the constant change with 

elegance.  These unstable, shifting, wondrous interpretations, however, offer her the 

occasion rather than the substance of the moral lesson that she draws from the clouds’ 

dazzling beauty.  She uses the mere fact of the clouds’ universally accessible beauty to 

criticize the excesses she saw in courtly art: 

Scorn, princes, your embroidered canopies 
And painted roofs: the poor whom you despise 
With far more ravishing delight are fed 
While various clouds sail o’er th’unhousèd head, 
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And their heaved eyes with nobler scenes present 
Than your poetic courtiers can invent. (2.21-26)5 
 

The striking beauties of the clouds reveal a God who loves beauty and who gratuitously 

spreads it abroad to anyone with eyes to see it, regardless of (or perhaps even in spite of) 

their social standing.  The clouds are hermeneutically complex: not only are they legible 

in terms of their aesthetic form, the mere fact of their aesthetic legibility can itself be read 

in moral terms.  The proper response to the cloud-forms is wonder through “admiring 

eyes” and, presumably, gratitude to their Creator.  Furthermore, justice (a central 

requirement of the mosaic covenant) might result as “princes” consider that God loves 

the poor enough to supply them with the stunning artwork of the clouds. 

In her meditations on the third day of Creation, when God fashioned the dry land 

and made the plants, Hutchinson explicitly claims that Creation can be read.  She 

describes the creation of vegetation in terms that again add significantly to the biblical 

account, which highlights the plants’ means of procreation.  Genesis 1:11 reads, “Then 

God said, Let the earth bud forth the bud of the herbe, that seedeth seede, the fruitfull 

tree, which beareth fruite according to his kind, which hath his seede in it selfe upone the 

earth.  and it was so.”  Hutchinson, on the other hand, asserts that both the matter and the 

form of the plants are oriented towards the human good, and especially that the plants 

offer theological lessons: 

Then sprouted grass and herbs and plants, 
Prepared to feed the earth’s inhabitants, 
To glad their nostrils and delight their eyes, 
Revive their spirits, cure their maladies. 
Nor are by these the senses only fed, 
But th’understanding too, while we may read 
In every leaf, lectures of Providence, 
Eternal wisdom, love, omnipotence; 
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Which th’eye that sees not with hell’s mists is blind, 
That which regards not is of brutish kind. (2.85-94, emphasis added) 
 

Again, like the clouds, sensory perception serves as the basis for meditation.  As the 

senses encounter plants through chewing, sniffing, looking, and ingesting, they 

communicate the obvious benefits to the understanding.  Some of the benefits are 

necessary for life: nutrition, vision so that one does not walk into a thicket, the medicinal 

qualities of certain plants.  Some, however, are entirely pleasurable and have no obvious 

use: the scent of lilac or jasmine, the visual beauty of a rose, the good office of wine. 

As Hutchinson’s readers meditate on sensory data acquired from the plants, 

looking at vegetation through the eyes of faith, they proceed from the material to the 

formal cause as they “read / In every leaf, lectures of Providence.”  Plants are texts that 

spell out God’s attributes.  Crucially, the ability to read those lectures is at once a sign of 

inclusion within the covenant and a constitutive characteristic of humanity.  The failure to 

discern Providence in Creation (for Hutchinson, Lucretius’s primary fault) is proof of an 

unregenerate soul, as well as evidence of a “brutish” nature.  Hutchinson’s stricture here 

should be understood in terms of her own anthropology; as I will show, she regards 

reason as that which distinguishes people from beasts.  Those who refuse to proceed from 

sensory perception to rational contemplation thus in a sense abdicate their humanity and 

cannot be distinguished from the brutes, whose kind they join.  They also fail to achieve 

their highest end by enjoying God through the covenant by acknowledging his 

Providence.  By the same token, those who do discern the “lectures of Providence” found 

in Creation can know God through second causes as he reveals himself in his works. 

Not only do plants function as “their Creator’s growing witnesses,” they also 

serve as “emblems” that supply meditators like Hutchinson with moral lessons.  The 
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passages cited in the marginal glosses guide Hutchinson’s interpretations of the 

vegetative emblems.  The comparisons of human transience and withering flowers from 

Job 14:2 and Isaiah 40:6-86 inform Hutchinson’s meditation on the emblematic plants: 

Their glories emblems are wherein we see 
How frail our human lives and beauties be: 
Even like those flowers which at the sunrise spread 
Their gaudy leaves, and are at evening dead… (2.97-100) 
 

This use of one Scripture (the Job and Isaiah texts) to gloss another (the Genesis 

narrative) is a textbook example of the analogia fidei.  More importantly, it illustrates the 

character of Hutchinson’s meditative program.  As she engages with in one place the 

Bible, she considers what other places might illuminate it with similar imagery or 

content; Scripture provides the emblem and its standard interpretation.  At the same time, 

while following the Genesis narrative, she permits herself to make comparisons, 

inferences, and extensions of the topic provided that they emerge from Scriptural 

principles.  In this case, she continues from the comparison of people to plants to a 

broader comparison of God’s enduring work to the “hasty lightning” which humans can 

produce.  Meditation on the particular creation of plants, then, opens up the 

interpretations permitted by their emblematic qualities while also gesturing towards 

places in the Bible that in turn offer their own hermeneutical possibilities. 

In her meditations on the fourth day, Hutchinson uses pre-Copernican astronomy 

to emphasize the signatory function of the sun, moon and stars.  In Genesis 1:14, God 

says, “Let there be lights in the firmament of the heaven, to separate the day form the 

night, and let them be for signes, and for seasons, and for days and yeeres.”  As 

Hutchinson expands this verse into nearly one hundred lines describing what these 
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heavenly lights might reference, she again furthers her argument that God has made 

Creation so that it might be read. 

Hutchinson’s cosmology does not appear to have benefitted from or been troubled 

by reports of the massive advances in astronomy made possible by technological changes 

such as Galileo’s use of the telescope.7  Instead, Hutchinson assumes a geocentric 

universe consisting of eight concentric “orbs” or “heavens.”  Each of the first seven orbs 

is inhabited and governed by one of the planets known at the time, whose number 

included the sun and moon, while the stars inhabit the eighth and largest orb.8  For 

Hutchinson, however, the universe’s spatial arrangement is not as important as its 

communicative nature.   The planets and stars form a system of signification very 

different from the emblems that Hutchinson has previously used.  Where an emblem is a 

single sign with a “fixed and relatively clear significance” (Baldick 106), the “astral 

bodies” (2.184) pose a complex and dynamic network of signs and possible 

interpretations.  Although Hutchinson takes a more cautious approach than many 

commentators working within the pre-modern Ptolemaic astronomy, she still grants the 

notion that the stars and planets exert “influence” (2.156) on terrestrial activity and thus 

can be used as a hermeneutical principle to explain human predispositions to “sadness, 

mirth, dread, quiet, love, or hate” (2.187).  That is, they can be used to read human 

behavior.  At the same time, they themselves offer abundant knowledge about the earth to 

those who will carefully read them.  As well as providing light, the sun, moon and stars 

  were made for signs, 
That mortals by observing them might know 
Due times to cultivate the earth below, 
To gather fruits, plant trees, and sow their seed, 
To cure their herds and let their fair flocks breed, 
Into safe harbours to retire their ships, 
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Again to launch out into the calm deeps... 
Physicians to direct in their great art, 
And other useful knowledge to impart. (2.166-76) 
 

The skies are an almanac, instructing those who read the messages of the stars how to go 

about their daily duties in a timely fashion.  By writing such information into the skies, 

God exerts his Providence towards all who will obey his requirement to “fill the earth, 

and subdue it, and rule over the fish of the sea, and over the foule of the heaven, and over 

every beast that mooveth upon the earth” (Genesis 1:28)9 by supplying them with the 

necessary means to perform their tasks.   

The skies offer other forms of knowledge as well.  In the “astral bodies,” 

Hutchinson’s readers can “read” about impending disasters sent by God to judge “men’s 

iniquity,” although she regards them only as a “second cause” in God’s just hands (2.177-

98).  But the stars and planets are not “characters of wrath alone” (2.199): better 

messages are also encoded in the dance of the stars.  The Incarnation was announced by a 

“new star,” while the stars which “threaten misery and woe / To wicked men” have a 

double significance, promising “deliverance” and “peace and blessings” to the saints 

along with the judgment of the wicked (2.200-10).  Again, the marginal glosses show that 

Hutchinson’s meditations on Scripture guided her meditations on Creation: the cited 

places refer to stars communicating or executing divine plans.  Significantly, Hutchinson 

frames the portentous function of planets and stars in terms of the wicked and the saints, 

the elect and the damned.  By doing so, she communicates the rewards for obedience and 

the punishments for disobedience to the covenant.  She concludes her meditations on the 

fourth day by hinting at her hopes for the future: “For when God cuts the bloody tyrant 

down, / He will [his saints] with peace and blessings crown” (2.197-98).  As I 
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demonstrate in Chapters Seven and Eight, Hutchinson understands the recent persecution 

of Non-conformists under the Clarendon Code in terms of covenant membership: the true 

Church was being persecuted by the reprobate Worldly Seed and its tyrannical leader.   

When she reads the stars for notice of tyrants brought down, she looks forward to God’s 

provision for the difficult place in which she and fellow Independents found themselves.  

Once more, Hutchinson’s meditations encounter a legible Creation and finds that its 

intelligible form points to God and his covenants.  

In Genesis, God creates the fish and the birds on the fifth day and the land 

animals and Adam and Eve on the sixth day.  While Hutchinson does not alter this order, 

she does divide her meditations on the sixth day so that Canto 2 contains the creation of 

the animals, while Canto 3 covers the creation of Adam and Eve.  Her reasons for this 

subtle change are twofold.  First, by treating the creation of Adam and Eve as a separate 

event, she can emphasize their unique place as the culmination of all Creation.  Second, 

by placing the creation of the land animals in Canto 2, she continues her argument from 

the other days by using features of the bestiary to show how the animals provide moral 

lessons for meditating people.  

The account of the fifth day of creation begins with a description of the sun’s 

work based on the imagery of Psalm 19, which implicitly compares the sun, described as 

“a bridegroome” and “a mightie man to runne his race,” to “the Lawe of the Lord.”  Since 

the sun rose then for the first time, the fifth day provides the perfect occasion for 

meditation on this psalm.  Hutchinson would have understood the “Lawe of the Lord” to 

be the Bible insofar as it represents the written provisions of the covenant, especially 

since the Geneva gloss emphasizes a covenantal reading of the psalm.  Since the fifth day 
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is one of only two days when Hutchinson does not explicitly mention Christ’s agency in 

Creation, the celebration of God’s Word in Psalm 19 is particularly important.   

As Hannibal Hamlin points out, psalms held an important place in early modern English 

devotional life,  

being used by English Christians every day, or at least every week, of their 
lives: they were sung in the services of the English Church; they were 
sung at home as part of personal or family devotions; they were recorded 
in diaries...they were among the most familiar texts in sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century England (6, emphasis original) 
 

Hutchinson could count on her readers to connect the imagery she uses to describe the 

sun to her marginal citation of Psalm 19.  The psalm develops an analogy between the 

sun, which exuberantly communicates God’s glory while giving light to the earth, and the 

Word, which expounds God’s moral law in such a way as to permit God’s humans 

servants to live a blessed life of obedience.  Although Hamlin does not grasp that the 

psalm’s unity depends upon this analogy, instead describing it as “an amalgam of two 

distinct texts,” he perceptively observes the difficulty facing commentators.  “An 

attentive reader will perceive this break,” he writes, “and the natural impulse is to try to 

explain it in terms that will bring the two parts of the psalm together in a unified whole” 

(12).  Hutchinson does the opposite: she understands the conceptual unity of Psalm 19 

built on an analogy between a legible Creation and God’s written word, but does not seek 

to highlight that unity in her written meditations.  Rather, she assumes that her readers 

also perceive the analogy and therefore does not attempt to comment on both terms of the 

analogy.  Instead, given her epic matter, she predictably focuses on the analogy’s first 

term, the sun’s joyful and abundant communicativity.  As she does so, she leaves it to her 
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contemporaries, indubitably familiar with the psalm, to complete the analogy on their 

own by applying what she had said about the sun to the Word. 

To argue that this analogy summarizes Hutchinson’s argument that Creation is 

legible is not a great exaggeration.  Hutchinson’s study of Theologoumena Pantodapa 

reveals that she was aware of the distinction between the various manifestations of God’s 

Word.10  In contradistinction to the other four days of Creation when Hutchinson 

emphasizes the productive role of Christ the unwritten Word, her opening evocation of 

Psalm 19 emphasizes the role of God’s written Word as providing precepts to direct 

human action.  An example of this emphasis comes in her claim that the glory of the sun 

and moon were diminished by the lack of creatures to behold them since, on the morning 

of the fifth day, sentient beings had not yet been created: 

The air was not respired in living breath, 
Throughout a general stillness reigned, like death; 
The king of day came forth but, unadmired, 
Like unpraised gallants blushingly retired; 
As an uncourted beauty, night’s pale queen 
Grew sick to shine where she could not be seen… (2.235-40) 
 

Hutchinson imagines them as unhappy and disappointed because they were created to 

communicate, but at that time had no audience to see their light or read their signs.  Thus 

the sun and moon could not fulfill their signatory purpose.  An alert contemporary reader 

familiar with Psalm 19 would complete the analogy by meditating on the importance of 

attending to God’s Word and the benefits of keeping the covenant by doing what it said.  

Like the Sun, the Word gives light to all who will have it, and people refuse it at the risk 

of walking in darkness. 

Nevertheless, the sun and moon did not have to “blushingly retire” twice; God 

made the fish and birds the day after making the heavenly bodies, and the animals the day 
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after that.  Hutchinson continues her argument that Creation has an intelligibly signifying 

form by describing the fish and the beasts in terms of a bestiary.  While du Bartas’ use of 

features of the bestiary in his account of the fifth day of Creation in his hexameral epic 

likely provided Hutchinson with a model for its use,11 her use of material extraneous to 

du Bartas’ suggests she had access to other sources.12  While a search for such sources 

may prove useful, it is more likely to prove futile and insignificant since, as Debra Hassig 

observes, the stories from a bestiary “were available from a multitude of sources, some 

textual, some visual, some word of mouth” (Introduction xi).   Moreover, as Machacek 

makes clear, every poet who grafts material from a source into his or her own work 

inevitably changes it by subordinating it to his or her own purposes,13 something that 

Hutchinson clearly does in this instance. 

A notable feature of Hutchinson’s use of bestiary material is her complete 

omission of all fabulous creatures.  Where du Bartas describes sirens, griffins, dragons, 

and basilisks, while devoting nearly 80 lines to the phoenix, Hutchinson describes only 

existing animals.  The only possible exception is her mention of “great Leviathan” (Order 

and Disorder 2.245), which features in several Old Testament passages; Hutchinson cites 

the most notable, Job 41, with a marginal gloss.  The Geneva Bible offers a terse, 

mundane gloss for the leviathan: “Meaning, the Whale.”  Her failure to offer any 

description of the leviathan only serves to underscore her determination to keep “fancy” 

(Order and Disorder 5) out of her meditations. 

More significant is the commensurability between Hutchinson’s descriptions of 

the beasts and those found in bestiaries.  Both understand animals as moral emblems.  

That is, the characteristics and behaviors of a particular beast can be interpreted with 
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reference to human morality.  Whoever contemplatively interprets a beast can find, as 

Carmen Brown puts it, “lessons on proper Christian behavior and the ways of good moral 

life” (54).  Hutchinson conceives of the sentient creatures, like the other created things 

she has thus far considered, as legible, fruitful objects of meditation that can aid the 

Christian in the process of sanctification.  She writes of the birds: 

     Could we the lessons they hold forth improve, 
We might from some learn chaste and constant love, 
Conjugal kindness of the pairèd swans, 
Paternal bounty of the pelicans, 
While they are prodigal of their own blood 
To feed their chickens with that precious food, 
Wisdom of those who, when storms threat the sky, 
In thick assemblies to their shelter fly... 
The gall-less doves would teach us innocence, 
And the whole race to hang on Providence… (2.295-306, emphasis added) 
 

The sweeping claim at the end is breathtaking in its scope and central to Hutchinson’s 

rhetorical project in her meditations on Creation.  Every single bird, by taking care of 

itself and its fellow birds, not only depends on Providence for food and protection, but 

also teaches the attentive observer to do the same.  Her reading of the beasts takes a 

similarly broad approach.  After noting the proverbial moral qualities of a few specific 

animals, such as the raging tiger, lustful goat, and wrathful lion, she considers them all 

together in terms of their relationship to humanity: 

God clothed them all in several wools and hair, 
Whereof some meaner, some more precious are, 
Which men now into garments weave and spin, 
Nor only wear their fleeces, but their skin; 
Besides employ their teeth, bones, claws, and horn; 
Some medicines be, and some the house adorn. 
A thousand other various ways we find, 
Wherein alive and dead they serve mankind, 
Who from th’obedience they to him afford 
Might learn his duty to his Sovereign Lord. (3.373-82, emphasis added) 
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Not only do the animals provide material benefits to humanity by feeding, clothing, and 

healing them, they provide benefits accessible through meditation.  They have an 

intelligible formal cause, a proportion between the beasts’ obedient service to humanity 

and humanity’s required obedient service to God which can be discovered by those who 

study the animals with a view towards learning covenant obedience. 

Moreover, as Hutchinson constructs the episode of the naming of the beasts, she 

gestures towards the destruction of Adam’s natural theology through the Fall and the 

consequent need for revelation.  When Adam named the animals ante lapsum, his 

language corresponded precisely with the animal’s nature.  Again, Hutchinson uses 

epistemological terminology in her description.  Adam’s “comprehensive understanding” 

of the beasts occurred at his “first view” of them.  Consequently, their original names 

“left us some prints to trace” our way back to “the Creator’s providential grace.”  

However, sin has proved inimical to our understanding, inhibiting our ability to discern 

God’s work through second causes: 

Nature, mysterious grown since we grew blind, 
Whose labyrinths we should less easily find 
If those first appellations as a clue 
Did not in some sort serve to lead us through 
And rectify that frequent gross mistake 
Which our weak judgements and sick senses make 
Since, man ambitious to know more, that sin 
Brought dullness, ignorance and error it. (3.221—28) 
 

The legibility of Creation is not erased but only obscured by sin, and, in fact, its legibility 

as originally created serves to mitigate the intellectually disastrous effects of the Fall.  

Hutchinson’s use of the word “Nature” in this postlapsarian context is significant; thus 

far, she has referred to the created order in terms of “Heaven and Earth” or “the world,” 

while she frequently calls it “Nature” when describing the effects of the Fall.  Here is an 
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echo of her understanding of natural theology, in which man’s access to the original, life-

giving theology is restricted by sin to such a degree as to render it useless.  Nevertheless, 

both “Nature” and natural theology still retain a vestige of their power to point us to the 

existence Creator.  Now, in our sin-induced blindness, “Nature” is mysterious, but still 

“in some sort” directs us to an accurate understanding of Providence.  Like unfallen 

Creation, “Nature” is legible, but its script is messier than before, human eyes are weaker, 

and the Edenic language now needs revelatory interpretation.  

 
Humanity’s Arche and Telos in Canto 3 

 
After considering most of Creation in Canto 2, Hutchinson devotes Canto 3 to 

Adam and Eve.  For Hutchinson, “man” (to use her gendered language) is different from 

all other created beings, the culmination of Creation itself, and as such merits a far more 

exhaustive treatment than the other creatures combined.  Where Canto 2 runs to 382 

lines, Canto 3 is nearly twice as long at 679 lines.  Describing the creation of man as both 

an act and its result, she reveals a profoundly anthropocentric understanding of the world: 

Now was the glorious universe complete 
And everything in beauteous order set, 
When God, about to make the king of all, 
Did in himself a sacred council call; 
Not that he needed to deliberate, 
But pleased t’allow solemnity and state 
To wait upon that noble creature’s birth 
For whom he had designed both heaven and earth. (3.1-8) 
 

While Hutchinson’s use of the blazon and her typological interpretation of the sacrament 

of marriage continue her insistence that Creation can be read, her argument in Canto 3 is 

more complex and ambitious than a simple recapitulation of its predecessor.  Rather, her 

anthropology emphasizes man’s stature as a rational creature whose arche as God’s chief 
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created work contains his telos of rest in God, and who can achieve that telos by the 

intellective communion with God that can occur through meditation.  As her typological 

interpretation of marriage shows, however, such communion is founded on Christ’s 

redemptive work.  Bearing in mind that Hutchinson understands meditation as a means of 

communing with God in responsive obedience within the covenant, I proceed to examine 

how she deploys meditation as a means to man’s end of rest in God. 

When Hutchinson describes man as the culmination of Creation, she means to be 

taken literally.  He is not simply “better” in some hazily defined way, but instead 

possesses the powers of all other creatures, subsuming those powers into a superior 

whole, “Where life ris’ above motion, sound and sense / To higher reason and 

intelligence” (3.17-18).  Other creatures to varying degrees grow, move, make noise, and 

have sensitive powers, but man has these along with reason.   The single most important 

feature of reason, for Hutchinson, is the ability it gives to its possessor to know God: 

“this is truly termed life alone / Which makes life’s fountain to the living known” (3.19-

20).  Such ability is unique among creatures with bodies, and might seem to pose the 

traditional problems involved in the soul/body distinction.  However, as Hutchinson uses 

the conventions of the blazon, she argues that the body, as part of God’s good creation, is 

itself a created good.  Although it has been disfigured by sin, the body possesses primal 

and originary goodness.  Hutchinson’s conception of the Fall as corrupting the entire 

person in both soul and body means that she regards both as prone to sin, neither more 

than the other.  Similarly, Hutchinson’s theology of Creation’s goodness does not 

necessitate a neo-Platonizing urge to escape from the body, allowing her to luxuriate in 

the beauties of the body. 
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 Man’s primal goodness must be considered in terms of the telos of man as a 

composite.  Neither soul nor body alone is constitutive of man, but both together.  

Similarly, neither can fulfill its purpose in the absence of the other, nor can both together 

fulfill their purpose in the absence of communion with God.  Alvin Snider has argued 

that, despite Hutchinson’s attempts to Christianize Lucretius in Order and Disorder, she 

tends towards a materialist representation of the human body.  His argument is predicated 

on the assumption that Hutchinson, like Lucretius, rejected teleological claims with 

reference to the human body: 

As much as Order and Disorder strives to establish an impeccable 
Christian orthodoxy, it never entirely erases a materialist perspective.  
Lucretius denied all forms of teleology, identified the self with 
embodiment, and reduced human existence to what Hutchinson sees as an 
endless “progress of desire, / Which still, enjoyed, doth something else 
require” (3.33-4). (37) 

 
I contend that Hutchinson explicitly claims an Augustinian conception of human ends.  

Despite what Snider suggests, Hutchinson’s “progress of desire” is certainly not 

“endless”: the next couplet clearly offers the possibility of and conditions for withdrawal 

from that progress.  Consequently, she does not share Lucretius’ reduction of human life 

to endless desire, but rather explicitly asserts that man’s arche as a divinely created 

composite of body and spirit implies an end, or telos, which she designates as “rest in 

God”: 

     Thus was the noblest creatures the last made, 
As he in whom the rest perfection had, 
In whom both parts of the great world were joined, 
Earth in his members, Heaven in his mind; 
Whose vast reach the whole universe comprised, 
And saw in it himself epitomized. 
Yet not the centre nor circumference can 
Fill the more comprehensive soul of man, 
Whose life is but a progress of desire, 
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Which, still enjoyed, doth something else require, 
Unsatisfied with all it hath pursued, 
Until it rest in God, the sovereign good. (3.25-36) 
 

The use of “enjoyed” recalls the Shorter Catechism’ famous opening: “What is the chief 

end of man? A: Mans chief end is to glorifie God and to enjoy him forever” (Westminster 

Confession 153).  Man’s enjoyment of “Earth” through bodily pleasure or “Heaven” 

through intelligible delight only engenders more “desire” until enjoyment of God brings 

“rest.”  Rest thus becomes the end of motion, the fulfillment of desire, man’s final cause.  

All of Hutchinson’s later discussions of human action or the human body assume this 

telos and only can be understood with it in mind.  As I will show, Hutchinson’s allusion 

to the Augustinian notion of rest in God, from the opening prayer of Confessions, is not 

isolated: she reprises it at the end of Canto 3 in her discussion of the Sabbath rest.  Before 

discussing that rest, however, I will first briefly show how Hutchinson uses the blazon as 

a vehicle of wonder that allows her to read the body as a sign of man’s origins, as well as 

the body’s fundamental goodness, despite the subsequent effects of fallenness.  I will also 

show how her description of marriage utilizes typological interpretation to dramatize 

man’s chief end of communion with God. 

Before proceeding to my explication of Hutchinson’s blazon itself, however, I 

pause to show the crucial hermeneutic importance of a correct understanding her use of 

gendered language in the blazon.  Elizabeth Scott-Baumann argues that “Hutchinson 

blazons Adam, not Eve” “as a way of avoiding the complex of meanings around Eve’s 

body…and those anti-women polemicists against whom she argues” (180).14  A closer 

look at Hutchinson’s language, however, reveals a more nuanced approach.  Although 

she ostensibly blazons Adam, she uses him as a synecdoche for the human race as a 
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whole.  As Norbrook states, Hutchinson’s “praise of Adam becomes a generalized praise 

of the human body, lacking Milton’s clear distinction between masculine and feminine 

physiques” (“Republican Biblical Epic” 58).  More importantly, several lines clearly 

indicate that Hutchinson has all people, male and female, in mind.  For example, she 

writes that in the human face, “we see / All human creatures like, all different be” (3.73-

74, emphasis added).   As she concludes her blazon of “man,” Hutchinson uses first-

person plural pronouns to remind her readers that she has been describing them as well: 

     But while we gaze upon our own fair frame, 
Let us remember too from whence it came, 
And that, by sin corrupted now, it must 
Return to its originary dust. (3.123-26). 

 
She thus explicitly asserts that she is not speaking of any single person, but of the human 

body as a form providing a general pattern for all particular bodies, including those of her 

readers.  The interpretive implications are profound.  To assume that Hutchinson blazons 

only Adam’s body risks misunderstanding her argument that the human body is an 

intelligible form that reveals God’s creative work.  By way of contrast, an understanding 

of Hutchinson’s particular use of synecdoche allows the blazon to be read in context of 

her larger meditative project: by blazoning the human form, Hutchinson offers her 

readers a model for meditating on an important aspect of Creation. 

She begins with the head, as the conventions of the blazon demand.  Her purpose 

epideictic as she exults in the glorious variety and the gratuitous beauty of the human 

face: 

     The gate of [emotion] God in the head did place, 
The head which is the body’s chiefest grace, 
The noble palace of the royal guest 
Within by Fancy and Invention dressed, 
With many pleasant useful ornaments 
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Which new Imagination still presents, 
Adorned without by Majesty and Grace: 
O who can tell the wonders of a face! 
In none of all his fabrics more than here 
Doth the Creator’s glorious power appear, 
That of so many thousands which we see 
All human creatures like, all different be. (3.63-74) 
 

The face is a lovely template for the play of difference, a “fabric” (or, knowing 

Hutchinson’s mastery of Latin, a woven thing, a “text”) in which one can discern God’s 

glorious work.  Hutchinson’s contemplative delight is summed up in the joyous 

admiration pouring through the grammatically intrusive exclamation: “O who can tell the 

wonders of a face!”  Likewise, the nose is full of “grace” (3.92) the mouth possesses 

“various pleasant graces” (3.96), and the eyebrows are “Love’s bow and Beauty’s 

shadow” (3.110).  Because of sin, however, there are disfigurements: the senses can 

betray us by “false spies” (3.83), while the tongue can be motivated by “hate” (3.104).  

Hutchinson enjoins the reader to “remember” that the body is “by sin corrupted now” 

(3.123-26), but the wonder precedes the corruption, and the beautiful threads of Creation 

even now serve as a “textual” sign of God’s goodness.  The body’s beauty is copious, 

defying easy articulation as it offers endless and endlessly varying possibilities for 

meditation: there is an “air / That graces all, and is not anywhere; / Whereof we cannot 

well say what it is” (3.117-19).  In fact, meditation on the body as created ought to 

remind us of our origins: as Hutchinson’s readers “gaze upon [their] own fair frame,” 

they should humbly recall that God made us from the “originary dust” (3.122-25).  Such 

remembrance at once stimulates gratitude that such a wondrous creature came from dirt 

and recalls the obedience owed to God as the Creator whose precepts offered through the 

covenant must be obeyed. 
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Even as meditation on the body reveals and remembers the human arche, so 

meditation on human relationships reveals its telos.  As Hutchinson contemplates the 

marriage of Adam and Eve, she assumes that most of their descendants are also meant for 

marriage.  Consequently, when she offers a reading of marriage as a type of the mystical 

marriage of Christ and the Church, she dramatizes her conception of the human telos as 

communion with God. 

Hutchinson’s use of marriage as a figure for communion with God is enabled by 

her argument that God intends most people to marry.  She does not take a high view of 

virginity, and obliquely criticizes the monastic rejection of marriage, which affronts 

God’s design for his people.  Adam was created before Eve, and God “saw his 

solitude...was not good.”  Hutchinson makes it clear that Adam’s unwed solitude was 

“not a natural, nor a moral ill” in that it did not result from Adam’s desires or voluntary 

action: it did not oppose the “end” God had ordained from him.  Marriage is thus a 

created good, a desire implanted by God into the human heart and then fulfilled by his 

Providence.  In contrast, Hutchinson cites those “[w]ho into caves and deserts run away, / 

Seeking perfection in that state wherein / A good was wanting when man had no sin” 

(3.312-25) and later excoriates “perverse men” who praise “the white virgin only” 

(3.436-37).  The comparison exalts marriage while denigrating those who wilfully escape 

it.  Man is “for society designed” and, if he does not “a second find / To whom he may 

communicate his heart” cannot experience “full joy” (3.335-37).  This need is 

exacerbated, not mitigated, by the Fall, since “human nature, now decayed” makes 

mutual support and encouragement towards holiness all the more important.  Although 

Hutchinson qualifies her argument by acknowledging that God gave marriage “to some, 
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for all,” she apparently sees those called to celibacy as a rare exception to the normal 

pattern of marriage (3.341-55).  Thus, her subsequent typological reading of marriage can 

function emblematically, with marriage representing man’s desired end. 

After her account of how God created Eve and blessed her marriage to Adam, 

Hutchinson argues that marriage as a covenantal relationship under the divine blessing is 

polysemous, hosting multiple harmonious interpretations.  Such a claim is made possible 

by typological exegesis, which considers the Old Covenant in light of God’s revelation of 

Christ under the New Covenant.  Scott-Baumann has noticed that “a great concentration 

of glosses [with] and intensity of references to both Old and New Testament passages” 

reinforces Hutchinson’s typology at this point of the narrative (184).  By referring to 

these passages, Hutchinson offers a typological interpretation of Adam and Eve’s 

marriage as foreshadowing the mystical marriage between Christ and his bride, the 

Church.  Before showing in what way and to what end Hutchinson uses typology, 

however, I shall first refer to Barbara Lewalski’s work on “Protestant” typology and early 

modern English literature.  Citing Erich Auerbach’s influential work, Lewalski defines 

typology as 

a mode of signification in which both type and antitype are historically 
real entities with independent meaning and validity, forming patterns of 
prefiguration, recapitulation, and fulfillment by reason of God’s 
providential control of history.  In precise terms, typology pertains to Old 
Testament events, personages, ceremonies, and objects seen to foreshadow 
and to be fulfilled, forma perfectior, in Christ and the New Dispensation. 
(111) 
 

According to Lewalski, the Protestant invective against the “arbitrary allegorizing” 

practiced by medieval Catholicism resulted in a “characteristic[ally] Protestant approach” 

to biblical hermeneutics, which approaches the Bible as “a complex literary work” whose 
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“pervasive symbolic mode” is typology (117).  However, in practice reformers 

commonly read many Old Testament passages as prefiguring the Church as well as 

Christ, thus practicing a typology of “threefold reference,” so that one passage might 

refer “actually and literally to some historical situation in Israel, typologically to Christ, 

and (again typologically) to the state of the contemporary Church” (118-19).  Crucially, 

the typological meanings are not added to the text by ingenuous hermeneutical artistry; 

rather, the text is a sign with a full and rich field of reference.  The signs referring to 

Christ and the Church were always present in the Old Testament, but with the benefit of 

historical perspective (and what Lewalski does not mention but what Hutchinson and 

Owen would doubtlessly add, divine revelation in the person of Christ), “we read the 

signs more fully and completely than the Jews” (119).  As such, typological readings 

must be understood “as an integral part of the literal text whose meanings are 

progressively clarified in history” (125).  This point is important in terms of Hutchinson’s 

desire to remain faithful to the biblical text: by offering typological readings in the 

commonly accepted reformed hermeneutics, she was not adding to the text.  She was 

simply meditating on the full range of meanings of her Genesis text, using the analogia 

fidei to understand it in light of Christ’s revelation. 

Hutchinson’s reading of Adam and Eve’s marriage predictably begins with an 

extended description of the historical event itself from Genesis.  Before her typological 

reading, she offers a brief moral interpretation of Eve’s creation from sleeping Adam’s 

rib, a “sweet instructive emblem” of how God seeks her readers’ good even when they 

are “locked up in stupefaction” and wholly unaware that their “blessings are so nigh, / 

Blessings wrought out by Providence alone” (3.457-64).  Her use of the first person 
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plural pronouns in this passage shows that she understands Adam’s sleep as a source of 

encouragement for the contemporary Independent church under the strictures of the 

Clarendon Code and the political fallout of the Restoration.15  As I will argue at length in 

Chapters Seven and Eight, Hutchinson argues for an epistemic basis for the distinction 

between the special and general aspects of Providence: special Providence is given to 

those who can see it by faith.  By claiming that Providence is “active still / To do us 

good,” Hutchinson encourages her fellow Independents to be on the lookout for 

evidences of Providence.  

More importantly, the story of Adam and Eve’s marriage also serves as a type of 

the mystical union of Christ and the Church.  Hutchinson’s typological interpretation is 

standard of Reformed commentaries on Genesis, which drew on New Testament 

metaphors of the Church as the body and bride of Christ.  Calvin’s commentary on 

Genesis, for example, finds in the removal of Adam’s rib “a true resemblance of our 

union with the Son of God; for he became weak that he might have members of his body 

endued with strength” (Commentary 133).  Hutchinson’s reading, while taking a 

typological approach similar to Calvin’s, emphasizes the metaphor of the Church as a 

bride as she continues to emphasize the possibility for communion with God: 

     So from the second Adam’s bleeding side 
God formed the Gospel Church, his mystic bride, 
Whose strength was only of his firmness made: 
His blood quick spirits into ours conveyed, 
His wasted flesh our wasted flesh supplied, 
And we were then revievèd when he died; 
Who, waked from that short sleep, with joy did view 
The virgin fair that out of his wounds grew, 
Presented by th’eternal Father’s grace 
Unto his everlasting kind embrace. (3.468-76) 
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The birth of the Church takes the same shape as the creation of Eve.  Similarly, the future 

marriage of Christ and the Church reiterates the marriage of Adam and Eve.  Hutchinson 

describes what has not yet happened: 

     The bride, with these caresses entertained, 
In naked beauty doth before him stand, 
And knows no shame, purged from all foul desire 
Whose secret guilt kindles the blushing fire. 
Her glorious Lord is naked too, no more 
Concealed in types and shadows as before. (3.493-98) 
 

Even as a man and wife share “matrimonial union” (3.398), so Christ and the Church are 

joined in an indivisible communion and are “no longer two but one,” sharing all 

“victorious triumphs,” “injuries,” and “sufferings” (3.487-92).  The likeness is 

significant, since both marriages are created and sealed by a covenant.16  In the first, God 

“tied” the “sacred knot” between Adam and Eve and “[w]ith blessing his own ordinance 

sanctified” (3.417-18).  In the second, Christ becomes what the Westminster Confession, 

following the biblical language, calls the “Head” and “Spouse” of the Church (25.1).  As 

the Confession also states, Christ’s mysterious espousal of the Church results directly 

from his mediation of the covenant of grace (8.1). Thus, the covenant of marriage 

governing what Hutchinson would call the “conversation” or “intercourse” between 

Adam and Eve prefigures the later covenant permitting them to “converse” or 

“commune” with God. 

Furthermore, Hutchinson finds proportionality between the marriage covenant 

and divine covenant in terms of their final cause.  Marriage is a desirable end for nearly 

everyone; communion with God is the supremely desirable end for all people.   Thus, 

Hutchinson’s use of typology in this instance is rhetorically complex.  On one hand, it 

supports the claim of her meditations on Creation that God has designed the world with 
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an intelligible formal cause by demonstrating that the foundational form of human 

conversation can serve as a polysemous sign.  On the other hand, it advances her broader 

claim that Creation and Providence are properly understood by meditation within context 

of the covenant, since her meditation on the form of human marital communion in light 

of biblical revelation gives her insight into human communion with God.  Furthermore, 

by finding reference to the future consummation of the Church’s communion with Christ 

in the marriage of the first people, Hutchinson connects arche to telos and imbues human 

existence with a clear sense of divinely instituted purpose. 

Canto 3 culminates with the culmination of Creation, the seventh day of rest, thus 

coming full circle to Hutchinson’s claim at the beginning of the canto that man was made 

for rest in God.  After God “reviewed his works,” confirming and renewing his blessing 

upon them, “the creation ceased” (3.520-23).  After this, God rested, and his rest, like all 

else in Creation, is a sign in which Hutchinson’s meditating readers can find traces of the 

Creator.  God’s rest typologically looks forward to the future blessedness of the Church, 

for God’s rest shall “alone remain / When neither toil nor burden shall again / The weary 

lives of mortal men infest / Nor intermit their holy, happy rest” (3.533-36).  As a sign, 

then, God’s rest on the seventh day reveals “the chief end of man.”  Here Hutchinson 

most clearly reveals her conception of meditation as a key means by which man can 

enjoy communion with God.  Significantly, she does so by invoking archetypal theology: 

God’s self-contemplation as revealed in Genesis a serves as the pattern or archetype for 

our contemplation (or meditation) which, when imitated, brings about our final cause of 

rest in God: 

     Nor is this rest sacred to idleness: 
God, a perpetual act, sloth cannot bless. 
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He ceased not from his own celestial joy, 
Which doth himself perpetually employ 
In contemplation of himself and those 
Most excellent works wherein himself he shows; 
He only ceased from making lower things, 
By which, as steps, the mounting soul he brings 
To th’upmost height, and, having finished these, 
Himself did in his own productions please, 
Full satisfied in their perfection, 
Rested from what he had completely done; 
And made his pattern our instruction, 
That we, as far as finite creatures may 
Trace him that’s infinite, should in our way 
Rest as our Father did, work as he wrought, 
Nor cease till we have to perfection brought 
Whatever to his glory we intend, 
Still making ours the same which was his end. (3.537-55) 
 

The dizzying enjambment (and those / Most excellent works; he brings / To th’upmost 

height) and the emphatic triple rhyme (perfection / done / instruction) underscore the 

importance of this long, jovial, sinuous sentence.  Its scope is nothing less than God’s 

delight and man’s potential for participating in it, the final cause of the entirety of 

Creation, and the means by which man can join God’s perpetual joy.  God contemplates 

himself and his works; Christians ought to do the same.  By doing so, they can rest in 

God.  Meditation is thus not only a means by which readers can discern God through 

second causes, but also a re-enactment of God’s rest through which they understand God 

as revealed through his Word and works, enjoy God, and glorify him forever.  

Hutchinson’s notes on Theologoumena Pantodapa explicitly connect Adam’s meditation 

on God’s works to the covenant and thus to the accomplishment of his own chief ends.  

Before the Fall, Adam was “to have dayly advanced  in the contemplation of Gods 

workes; and this was sufficient to have rendered him wise in yeilding obedience to God 



190 
 

according to the covenant of workes, accomplishing his owne felicity thereby, and 

yeilding God the glory” (On Theologie 157-58). 

 
Conclusion 

 
In these two cantos, Hutchinson begins to advance her claims regarding 

meditation, covenant, and communion with God in context of her argument in Canto 1 

that all approaches to God must be mediated by the revelation provided in Scripture and 

the person of Christ.  Although her meditations on Creation in Canto 2 may superficially 

appear to produce knowledge of God apart from revelation, Hutchinson’s careful use of 

the analogia fidei as she considers Creation as revealed in Genesis and scores of other 

places in the Bible shows consistency with her theological method.  By reading God’s 

self-contemplating rest on the seventh day as a pattern for human rest, Hutchinson grants 

meditation a crucial teleological function.   Contemplation of God provides her readers 

with their own brief rest, a rest which itself serves as a type of the final rest in God that 

constitutes their final cause.  Hutchinson’s argument that humanity has a clear telos of a 

communion with God whose nature is such that it can be likened to a marriage covenant 

indicates a thorough rejection of Lucretius’s materialistic, anti-teleological anthropology 

and the related denial of divine intervention in human affairs.  As I show in Chapter Six, 

Hutchinson’s implicit invocation of the marriage covenant is far from accidental, for she 

uses Cantos 4 and 5 to narrate the events surrounding Adam and Eve’s first sin and 

repentance in terms of a covenant broken and restored.  In those cantos, she describes sin 

as the breach of the covenant of works, with effects that destroy Adam and Eve’s 

communion with God, each other, themselves, and Creation, while offering a typological 
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reading of God’s judgment of Satan to assert Christ’s office as the Mediator of the 

covenant of grace.
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

The Covenant of Grace in Cantos 4 and 5 
 
 

Given Milton’s controversially gendered account of the Fall in Paradise Lost, the 

fact that most commentary on the Fall in Order and Disorder has focused on what 

Norbrook’s Introduction calls “Eve’s Version” is understandable.  Miller, Norbrook, and 

Wilcher all investigate how Hutchinson interacts with the biblical narrative and Milton’s 

earlier version in terms of gender.  My purpose for this chapter is to extend the current 

critical discussion of Cantos 4 and 5 of Order and Disorder by considering it from the 

vantage of Hutchinson’s theological background.  Such an approach allows me to 

illuminate her deployment of theological categories in a way that is not immediately 

apparent when the cantos are considered from a gendered point of view.  As I show how 

Hutchinson engaged with contemporary theological sources, notably Theologoumena 

Pantodapa, I reveal that she understood the Fall and God’s provision for fallen humanity 

in terms of covenant theology.  For Hutchinson, Adam and Eve’s first sin created an 

irreparable breach in the covenant of works, which resulted in severed communion 

between them and God.  God responded by initiating the covenant of grace through 

Christ’s mediation, thus restoring the possibility of communion.  Thus Hutchinson 

connects Adam and Eve’s sin to her claims about human teleology in Canto 3: although 

sin abolished the potential for people to fulfill their purpose, that potential was restored 

through what Hutchinson calls God’s “most certain oracle” (5.95).  She also gestures 

towards Cantos 6-20, where she narrates the story of how the members of the covenant of 

grace commune with God through meditation.  In those cantos, as I show in Chapters 



193 
 

Seven and Eight, Hutchinson argues that the “Holy State” is the Church, and that its 

membership is coterminous with the membership of the covenant of grace.  The 

theological categories in Hutchinson’s narration of the Fall, then, provide unique insight 

into the structure of Order and Disorder by illuminating on one hand why Hutchinson 

retains hope that she and her readers can fulfill their ends as described in Canto 3 despite 

the catastrophe of sin, and on the other hand why Cantos 6—20 represent Hutchinson’s 

covenantal understanding of ecclesiology. 

My argument in this chapter is that Hutchinson narrates the Fall, God’s judgment 

of Satan and Adam, and Eve, and Adam and Eve’s repentance in terms of covenant 

theology.  Although Chapter Three outlines Owen’s covenant theology, a brief summary 

in Hutchinson’s own words from the treatise on the essential doctrines of Christianity that 

she composed for her daughter Barbara, proves useful here: 

Therefore God, who is at that vast distance from his creature...promised 
life to Adam and his posterity, upon condition of perfect and personall 
obedience, which is calld the covenant of workes, which Adam, not being 
able to keepe, even in his perfect estate, when he was left to himselfe, the 
Lord was pleasd of his free grace to enter into a new covenant, called the 
covenant of grace; wherein he freely offers to sinners, life and salvation by 
Jesus Christ, requiring of them faith in him…the covenant [of grace] was 
confirmd in the hand of a powerfull Mediator, Jesus Christ…by whose 
righteousnesse they are restord to all they lost by the transgression of the 
first Adam, and confirmed in the favour of God. (Christian Religion 37-
38) 
 

In Cantos 4 and 5, Hutchinson narrates these concepts as she meditates on Genesis 3.  

She maintains the distinction between the covenant of works and the covenant of grace, 

she regards Adam as a representative of the human race, and identifies Christ as the 

Mediator of the covenant of grace.  In this chapter, I first outline Owen’s narration of the 

events surrounding the Fall in Theologoumena Pantodapa, after which I show how 
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Hutchinson’s narration of the same events proceeds directly from Owen’s covenant 

theology in three ways.  First, Hutchinson repeatedly describes the first sin in terms of a 

crime or breach of covenant.  In fact, she structures her narration along the courtroom 

imagery that Owen uses to explicitly equate the Fall to a transgression of the covenant of 

works.  Second, Hutchinson follows Owen’s typological reading of God’s judgment of 

Satan, which first reveals Christ as the Mediator of the covenant of grace.  Finally, she 

narrates the immediate effects of the Fall as broken communion, the destruction of the 

primal harmony existing between God, man, and the rest of Creation.  Thus, she pursues 

the implications of Owen’s claim that the covenant fulfilled results in communion 

between God and man: if this claim is true, then the covenant breached destroys that 

communion.  As I demonstrate the diachronic intertextuality between Theologoumena 

Pantodapa and Order and Disorder, I also add a significant new dimension to the critical 

discussion of Order and Disorder by illuminating the conceptual framework 

undergirding Hutchinson’s expansion of her Genesis source. 

As I have argued, Owen regards the covenant as “connatum”  ‘born together’ with 

humanity (Owen’s Works 17: 42).  It is the agreement graciously instigated by God with 

Adam, in which God offers eternal enjoyment of himself on the condition of Adam’s 

obedience.1  Any disobedience, then, equates to a breach of covenant: insofar as the 

covenant requires obedience, it can be considered as a law.  Owen accordingly uses 

judicial language to highlight Adam’s actions as a law-breaking transgression of the 

covenant: 

Ad causam dicendam Ademum v. nono vocat; undecimo peccati postulat, 
et reum peragit; mortem sonti pronuntiat, v. decimo nono; foedus enim 
operum illum irritum penitus fecisse, gravissima ista expostulatione, num 
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comedisti de arbore de qua praecepi tibi, ne comderes, ostendit; adeoque 
omnem sibi cum Deo communionem ademisse… 
 
‘He summons Adam to plead his case (verse 9 [of Genesis 3]); he 
prosecutes the accused and convicts him of sin (verse 11); he pronounces a 
sentence of death for the criminal (verse 19); and shows, moreover, by that 
most grave expostulation, “Hast thou eaten of the tree, whereof I 
commanded thee that thou shouldest not eat?” that the covenant of works 
was to be made wholly null and void, and he was to be totally deprived of 
all communion with God…’ (Works 17.135, emphasis original) 
 

If the purpose of the covenant is to allow people to commune with God, then the purpose 

of the postlapsarian covenant of grace is to restore the communion that was broken by 

sin.  Owen makes quite clear the fact that the most important consequence of sin was the 

rupture of communion: “Veræ ideo theologiæ fines, usum salutarem, et vim efficaciter 

theologos dirigentem in via vitæ, perdidit per peccatum lumen ἐνδἁθετον et congenitum.” 

‘By sin, the theologian lost the internal (endiatheton) and inborn light, the true ends of 

theology, its saving use, and its power to effectually guide in the way of life’ (Owen’s 

Works 17:44) Owen elaborates the distinction between the covenants of works and grace 

on the basis of Adam’s covenant-breaking guilt.  Now wholly incapable of fulfilling the 

covenant of works, Adam must rely on the covenant of grace, which is “in alio, seu 

mediatore gratuito fundatum.” ‘graciously founded on someone else, the mediator’ 

(Owen’s Works 17.134-35).   Here, Owen is in accord with other covenant theologians 

such as William Ames, Johannes Cocceius, and Hermann Wistius, all of whom regarded 

the covenant of grace as beginning with Adam and mediated by Christ (Klempa 99-102).  

A clarification about the relationship between the covenants of works and grace on the 

one hand and the Old and New Testament on the other hand is necessary.  The most 

important point is that the Old and New Testament (of the Old and New Covenants) were 

regarded in Reformed theology as different administrations of the covenant of grace.  
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Cocceius, for example, sees the covenant of grace as encompassing all postlapsarian 

believers until the eschaton (Klempa 100).  Although Norbrook suggests that “there 

was...no clear-cut distinction between the Old and New Testaments” (Order and 

Disorder xxiv), there is one significant difference.  Where believers under the Old 

Testament (ie, the Old Covenant, or the pre-Christian administrations of the covenant of 

grace) relied on the sacrificial system and faith in the promise of the coming Mediator, 

believers under the New Testament , or New Covenant) relied on the sacrificial death of 

Christ.  If the Old Covenant was based on a promise, the New Covenant was based on its 

fulfilment.  Nevertheless, Norbrook’s inference that “the events of Genesis were quite as 

relevant for the believer as those of the time of Christ” (Order and Disorder xxiv) is quite 

correct, because the covenant of grace as promised in the Old Covenant and as fulfilled in 

the New Covenant both rely on faith  in the Mediator’s grace and both tend towards 

communion with God. 

Such an understanding of covenant theology depends on a typological exegesis of 

God’s promise that the woman’s seed will crush the serpent’s head, because the covenant 

of grace is essentially the covenant of Christ.  That promise reveals the Mediator, but is 

not fulfilled until the Incarnation and subsequent events.  As regards God’s promise, then, 

the covenant of grace began with Adam, even though it was not fulfilled in time until 

Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection.  Like his predecessors and contemporaries, Owen 

clearly regards God’s utterance after the Fall as a typological revelation that first unfolds 

what he calls theologia evangelica, or the theology of Christ.  He writes: “Per novam 

hanc gratiæ, redemptionis, et remissionis peccatorum, morte Mediatoris obtinendæ, 

revelationem, immutata prorsus est tota theologiæ hominum peccatorum natura 



197 
 

specialis.” ‘By this new revelation of grace, redemption, and forgiveness of sin to be 

obtained by the death of the Mediator, the entire specific character of the theology of 

sinful men was entirely transformed’ (Owen’s Works 17: 138, emphasis original).  All 

subsequent administrations of the covenant are thus mediated by Christ, and thus Owen 

frequently refers to the covenant people as the Church (“ecclesia”) since they are those 

who profess obedience to Christ.2   

Perhaps the most obvious way in which Hutchinson draws on Owen’s covenant 

theology in her narration of the Fall is by describing sin in terms of breaking the 

covenant. Even before Hutchinson narrates the Fall, the earlier meditations on Creation 

assume that God has placed Adam and Eve under the covenant of works.  Part of 

Hutchinson’s work in Cantos 2 and 3 was to draw a plausible sketch of what Adam’s 

“contemplations of Gods workes” may have looked like as he fulfilled his duties under 

the covenant of works.  Each of her meditations reads a moral lesson from Creation’s 

intelligible structure; those are precisely the lessons which would have “accomplished” 

Adam’s “felicity” within the covenant of works had he been able to follow them.  As I 

showed in Chapter Two, Owen’s conception of meditation is a necessary corollary of his 

covenant theology because meditation, as an act of covenant obedience, is a means of 

communion with God in the covenant of works and the covenant of grace alike.  By 

enacting and exemplifying such meditation in her narration of the days of Creation, 

Hutchinson implicitly affirms the covenant theology that requires it.  More importantly, 

Hutchinson clearly alludes to the provisions of the covenant of works as she narrates 

God’s charge to Adam and Eve.  Her narration includes the elements of a covenant in 

Reformed theology identified by Trueman: 
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The identification of the arrangement in Eden with a covenant typically 
depends upon four things: that there are two parties to the arrangement 
(God and Adam); that there is an obligation imposed upon Adam; that 
there is a promised reward annexed to the fulfillment of this obligation; 
and that Adam acts in a representative capacity for the whole human race. 
(Reformed Catholic 73) 
 

Each of these factors appears in Order and Disorder, most notably when God blesses 

Adam and Eve after their marriage in Canto 3.  In that scene, there is an arrangement 

between two parties, an obligation, and the implication of the promised reward: 

Lastly, God, who the sacred knot had tied, 
With blessing his own ordinance sanctified: 
‘Increase,’ said he, ‘and multiply your race, 
Fill th’Earth allotted for your dwelling-place…. 
[But] the tree of knowing good and ill: 
That, by the precept of my sovereign will, 
You must not eat, for in the day you do, 
Inevitable death shall seize on you.’ (3.418-21; 429-32) 

 
At that time, Adam and Eve enjoyed a blessed communion with God; their reward for 

continued obedience would be the continuation of that communion.  I show later in this 

chapter that Hutchinson, in keeping with Reformed theology, regards Adam as acting in a 

representative of humanity as a whole.  Thus, although she does not use the term 

“covenant of works” in the poem, her prose works reveal that she was familiar with the 

concepts, and Order and Disorder itself narrates all that covenant’s important features. 

  Hutchinson begins Canto 4 by posing the biggest question about sin: granted the 

thoroughly good Creation that she has just described, whence evil?  Her response avoids 

the tortuous arguments in the seventeenth-century controversies that tried precisely to 

determine the extent to which God’s sovereignty and foreknowledge condition the 

freedom of the human will.3  Hutchinson simply assumes that human freedom occurs in 

the context of God’s permissive will and omnipotence, and proceeds without undue 
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speculation: “Good were all natures as God made them all, / Good was his will, 

permitting some to fall” (4.1-2).  Rational creatures have the power to choose between 

good and evil, but those who choose evil inevitably damage their standing with the good 

Creator: 

     If all were good, whence then arose the ill? 
‘Twas not in God’s, but in the creatures’ will, 
Averting from that good which is supreme, 
Corrupted so, as a declining stream 
That breaks off its communion with its head, 
By whom its life and sweetness late were fed, 
Turns to a noisome, dead, and poisonous lake, 
Infecting all who the foul waters take… (3.19-26) 
 

This passage exemplifies Hutchinson’s generally pragmatic approach to the Fall.  Clearly 

her supremely good God did not cause it; it must have been the creatures’ fault—but now 

that it has happened, how can she and her readers avoid becoming a “poisonous lake”?  

The coincidence of the imagery of nasty, stagnant water with that of the “puddles” of 

Lucretian learning featuring in the Preface to Order and Disorder and her Letter to the 

Earl of Anglesey should not be overlooked, since both result from a refusal to receive 

divine revelation and a related turning away from the Creator. 

Unlike Owen, Hutchinson narrates the temptation and sin of Eve, and as she 

dilates the scriptural account, she foregrounds the covenantal implications of Eve’s 

actions.  The Genesis version of the incident is short: 

Now the serpent was more subtill then any beast of the fielde, which the 
Lord God had made: and he said to the woman, Yea, hath God in deede 
saide  Ye shal not eat of euery tree of ye garden?  And ye woman said 
unto the serpent, We eat of ye fruite of the trees of ye garden, But of the 
fruit of the tree, which is in the mids of ye garden, God hath saide, Ye 
shall not eate of it, neither shall ye touch it, lest ye die.  Then the serpent 
said to the woman, Ye shall not die at all, But God doth know, that when 
ye shall eate thereof, your eyes shalbe opened, and ye shall be as gods, 
knowing good and euill. (Genesis 3:1-3) 
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In Hutchinson’s account, Satan briefly addresses Eve, and Hutchinson turns Eve’s 

response into a summary of her duties under the covenant of works by adding the legal 

language of “liberty,” “restraint,” “prohibition,” and “offence”: 

‘Hath God,’ he said, ‘forbid that you should taste 
These pleasant fruits which in your eyes are placed? 
Why are the tempting boughs exposed if you 
May not delight your palates with your view?’ 
‘God,’ said the woman, ‘gives us liberty 
To eat without restraint of every tree 
Which in the garden grows, but only one; 
Restrained by such a prohibition, 
We dare not touch it, for whene’er we do 
A certain death will our offence ensue.’ (4.188-96) 
 

Satan’s question casts doubt on the nature of the communion between God and Eve.  

Thus far, Eve has assumed that ontological goodness pervades the communion between 

her and God, and that the consequences of both obedience and disobedience enunciated 

by God in Canto 3 are genuine.  Now, however, Satan calls God’s character into question 

by insinuating that God’s command prevents Eve from enjoying the best part of Creation, 

implying that the covenant does not, in fact, lead to true eternal blessing.  Eve’s response 

suggests that she is thinking in terms of the covenant: she knows that its promise of life is 

conditional upon continued obedience.  Hutchinson emphasizes Eve’s recollection of the 

terms of the covenant by repeating the emphatic long ‘o’ rhyme from God’s original 

pronouncement of the prohibition: 

[‘]And let the richer fruits be your own meat, 
Except the tree of knowing good and ill: 
That, by the precept of my sovereign will, 
You must not eat, for in the day you do, 
Inevitable death will seize on you.’ (3.428-32) 
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The placement of both couplets at the end of a verse paragraph of recorded speech 

emphasizes the aural echo.  Satan answers Eve’s objection by denigrating the value of the 

communion established by the covenant and praising the benefits that will accrue to Eve 

should she eat the fruit: 

Then did the wicked subtle beast reply, 
‘Ah, simple wretch, you shall not surely die, 
God enviously to you this fruit denies. 
He knows that eating it will make you wise, 
Of good and ill give you discerning sense, 
And raise you to a God-like excellence’ (4.197-202) 
 

Eve then consciously defies the very covenant she has just recalled, and again, 

Hutchinson’s diction (not found in Genesis) heightens the covenantal implications.  

Under Satan’s persuasion, Eve “[b]elieved that death was only a vain threat,” as 

“unbelief” overwhelmed “religious dread” (4.204-05).  Hutchinson’s phrasing (which, 

again, is not found in Genesis) thus indicates that Eve has lost faith both in the terms of 

the covenant and the God who offered it.  As a result, Eve “gratifies her murderous 

appetite” for the “lovely fruit.”  Adam “by her persuasion” also eats the fruit (4.202-18). 

As Satan’s temptation attacked the covenant, so Adam and Eve’s sin overthrew it.  

The “poison” of sin brings them into confusion “[w]hile death possession takes, and 

enters in / At the wide breach laid open by their sin” (4.25-28).  Hutchinson’s use of 

“breach” is significant, and because the term does not occur in Genesis, indicates that she 

is using covenant theology as a hermeneutical strategy for reading the Bible.  The 

“breach” is metaphorical: Adam and Eve have not been wounded, and their physical 

bodies have not been split open.  Instead, the “breach” occurs spiritually to the covenant 

which before the Fall had allowed them, as Owen writes, “frui Deo” ‘to enjoy God’ 

(Owen’s Works 17: 42).  Hutchinson repeats the word later, again with clear reference to 
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the covenant: “Their fatal breech of God’s most strict command / Had there dissolved all 

concord, the sweet band / Of universal loveliness and peace” (5.315-17).  Fear proves a 

sign of broken communion with God as Adam and Eve “were…filled with guilt and fear / 

When in the groves they God’s approaches hear, / And from the terror of his presence 

fled” (4.297-99).  Hutchinson even speculates that the first sinners felt “dread” caused by 

their “own convictions [and] inward guilt of conscience” (5.301-02).  Although the 

Genesis text describes Adam and Eve’s action, it does not attribute to them the emotions 

of guilt and terror, nor does it employ the language of conviction and conscience.  

Instead, it suggests that the shame of nakedness resulting from their new understanding of 

good and evil leads them to cover themselves with fig leaves and then to hid.  These 

additions are significant, especially given the tendency among English Protestants to use 

cases of conscience as evidence of belonging to the covenant (Muller “Conscience” 308-

09).  Hutchinson indicates that Adam and Eve failed what Muller calls “the greatest case 

of conscience” in English Protestant piety, the inner debate of “whether a man be 

converted and under the covenant” (311).  Thus she does not represent the Fall as illicit 

knowledge, the problem of bodily desire or appetite, the result of Eve’s feminine 

weakness, or an indirect representation of political rebellion, but rather as Adam and 

Eve’s joint failure to live in obedience to God under the covenant of works, a failure 

which necessarily entails broken communion. 

While the most important effect is the severance of communion between man and 

God, a side effect is an analogous severance of the internal harmony of all parts of 

Creation, including man’s own internal harmony.  To put it differently, Hutchinson 

imagines sin as the rupture of all communion and the destruction of the blessedness 
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contingent upon Adam and Eve’s fulfillment of the covenant.  Hutchinson begins her 

discussion of universal harmony in the first paragraph of Canto 1, where she argues that 

Providence’s primary function is to maintain a peaceful and beautiful coexistence of 

difference.  By Providence, “discording natures” keep up “universal harmony / While in 

one joint obedience all agree, / Performing that to which they were designed” (1.5-9).  

She singles out man as the unique disturber of that harmony, who, by breaking the 

covenant, manages at least temporarily to jar against Creation’s originary harmony: 

“Mankind / Alone rebels against his Maker’s will, / Which, though opposing, he must yet 

fulfill” (1.10-12).  Despite the tuneless quality of human rebellion, God’s “wisdom, 

goodness, might, and glory” will ultimately resolve the discord by “guiding men’s unto 

his own designs” (1.18-20).  The meditations on Creation post lapsum in Cantos 4 and 5 

dilate this scheme of harmony disrupted. 

The prime example of Hutchinson’s description of broken communion is found in 

her description of Adam and Eve’s physical illness immediately following their sin, an 

incident with no biblical analogate whatsoever.  As soon as Adam and Eve have broken 

God’s prohibition and eaten the fruit, their bodies, which were so beautifully ordered in 

the blazon of Canto 3, become the site for the collapse of order among contrary elements 

that had previously “agreed” in “universal harmony”: 

Sound health and joy before th’intruder fled, 
Sickness and sorrow coming in their stead. 
Their late sweet calm did now forever cease, 
Storms in all quarters drove away their peace… 
Within, without, disordered in the storm, 
The colour fades and tremblings change the form, 
Heat melts their substance, cold their joints benumbs, 
Dull languishment their vigour overcomes. (4.229-40) 
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But to our parents then, sad was the change 
Which them from peace and safety did estrange, 
Brought universal woe and discord in, 
The never-failing consequents of sin; 
Nor only made all things without them jar 
But in their breasts raised up a civil war. (5.369-74) 
 

Not only did the constituent parts of the human body turn to a sickening war of 

contraries, thus placing Adam and Eve in discord with themselves, their internal 

disharmony took them from their home in Eden and placed them amidst the world’s 

chaos.  As a direct consequence of their sin, God banished Adam and Eve from Paradise 

so that they became “strangers in their native earth” (5.314).  Hutchinson quibbles with 

“native earth” here: it can refer to Eden, the earth on which they were figuratively born, 

or to the world at large.  They are no longer residents of Eden, but strangers.  Similarly, 

the rest of the earth is now “strange” to them in that its order is destroyed, and it became 

“mysterious” to their blindness (3.221).  Thus, meditation on Creation becomes wholly 

dependent on divine revelation through Christ and the Scriptures in context of the 

covenant of grace if it is to yield any reliable knowledge of God. 

Not only is the harmony between man and the rest of Creation broken by sin, but 

Creation’s own internal harmony is also put out: 

Their fatal breach of God’s most strict command 
Had [in the earth] dissolved all concord, the sweet band 
Of universal loveliness and peace, 
And now the calm in every part did cease; 
Love, though immutable, its smiles did shroud 
Under the dark veil of an angry cloud, 
And while he seemed withdrawn whose grace upheld 
The order of all things, confusion filled 
The universe. (5.315-23) 
 

As she describes the effects of God’s withdrawal, Hutchinson creates a terrifying 

catalogue detailing the unraveling of order throughout Creation (again adding to her 
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scriptural text).  A short sampling of adjectives appearing in a mere eighteen lines gives 

an idea of how catastrophic the consequences of the Fall appeared to Hutchinson: 

“dreadful,” “angry” (used twice), “gross,” “furious,” “pale,” “sickly,” “rude,” 

“malicious,” “worse,” and “ravenous” (5.322-40).  She continues in this vein for nearly 

one hundred lines as she describes the war of contrary elements and the division of the 

fish, birds, and beasts into “th’oppressing and the suffering side” (5.353).  Given the 

verbal energy of diction (the predominance of dramatic verbs in the active voice, concrete 

nouns, and vivid pictures of waste and violence) with which Hutchinson describes the 

calamitous destruction of order by the Fall, her initial claims that Providence maintains 

“universal harmony” despite “discording natures” may for a moment seem forgotten or 

overturned.  However, the initial onslaught of discord, though it has lasting echoes, 

quickly diminishes under God’s mercy. 

Hutchinson’s inventions of the discord resulting from the Fall do not represent her 

only use of covenant theology in Cantos 4—5.  Another significant use comes in God’s 

judgment of Adam and Eve after they have sinned.  There, Hutchinson weaves Owen’s 

judicial metaphor into her descriptions, again clearly equating sin with covenant-

breaking.  He approaches them to “make them feel the weight of their offence, / 

To’examine and arraign them at his bar / And show them what vile criminals they were” 

(4.382-84).  God’s approach occurs at the end of Canto 4, and the first 265 lines of Canto 

5 recount the trial.  God “cites to his bar the criminals” for a just trial that teaches human 

judges “how they / Should judgements execute in a right way” (5.1-14); Satan is 

“sentenced first” without room for “plea or pardon” (5.61); Eve receives “gentler 

sentence” (5.120); Adam in turn receives his “sentence” (5.183); while both Adam and 
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Eve receive “mitigation” as God’s mercy makes their sentences more bearable (5.259-

66). 

The “mitigation” turns out to be an act of Providence as it reveals Christ as the 

Mediator of the covenant of grace.  A central attribute of Providence in Hutchinson’s 

estimation is its ordering of the seemingly chaotic phenomena of a busy world.  

Providence maintains “universal harmony” even though the material world is comprised 

of the four contrary elements.  Similarly, although the sentences handed down to Adam 

and Eve are superficially disastrous, God’s Providence disposes them more favorably 

than they may seem at first glance: 

     In all these sentences we strangely find 
God’s admirable love to lost mankind; 
Who, though he never will his word recall 
Or let his threats like shafts at random fall, 
Yet can his wisdom order curses so 
That blessings may out of their bowels flow. (5.193-98) 
 

Hutchinson finds a number of blessings hidden in the curses.  Eve becomes a type of 

Mary and Adam a type of the incarnate Christ.  Death is no longer final, but has become 

“the door of lasting life” (5.199). 

Most importantly, Hutchinson, like Owen, interprets God’s judgment of sin as the 

first revelation of Christ as the Mediator of the covenant.  Covenant theologians pointed 

to God’s curse for Satan as the promise at the base of the covenant of Grace.  In the 

biblical account, God addresses Satan: “I will…put enimitie betweene thee and the 

woman, & between thy seede and her seede. He shal breake thine head, and thou shalt 

bruise his heele” (Genesis 3:15).  Owen regards this promise as “[f]œderis [ie, 

gratiæ]…hujus fundamentum” ‘the basis of this covenant [ie, of grace]” (Owen’s Works 

17: 135).  He clearly identifies Christ as the promised seed: “semen mulieris Christus est” 
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‘Christ is the woman’s seed’ (138, emphasis original).  The woman’s seed thus is read as 

a figure for Christ, who enjoys a costly but final victory over the serpent. 

Hutchinson’s meditation upon Genesis 3:15 draws heavily on typology as she 

points to Christ as the Mediator of the covenant of grace: 

  More various mystery 
Ne’er did within so short a sentence lie. 
Here is irrevocable vengeance, here 
Love as immutable.  Here doth appear 
Infinite wisdom plotting with free grace, 
Even by man’s fall, th’advance of human race. 
Severity here utterly confounds, 
Here Mercy cures by kind and gentle wounds, 
The Father here the gospel first reveals, 
Here fleshly veil th’eternal Son conceals. (5.67-76) 
 

The revelation of “th’eternal Son” in the figure of “the woman’s seed” is the culmination 

of providential wisdom’s “plot”.  As Hutchinson later makes clear, God here is offering 

Adam and Eve a new covenant, founded on Christ: 

Thus he gave us a powerful Chief and Head, 
By whom we shall be out of bondage led, 
And made the penalties of our offence 
Precepts and rules of new obedience, 
Fitted in all things to our fallen state 
Under sweet promises that ease their weight. (5.207-12) 
 

By this “most certain oracle” (5.95), God has provided hope for the covenant people, who 

know that Satan’s “final overthrow” has been guaranteed by Christ, “the frail woman’s 

conquering son [who] shall tread / Beneath his feet the serpent’s broken head” (5.79-

105).  Thus, although Hutchinson does not frequently invoke Christ as the Mediator, she 

grants him a highly important place in her covenant theology. 

A recognition of Hutchinson’s typological exegesis of Genesis 3:15 as the 

announcement of the covenant of grace has profound interpretive implications for Cantos 
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6—20.  Although Christ appears as the founder and mediator of the covenant of grace, he 

is not Eve’s only seed: the seed metaphor takes on increasing importance for Hutchinson 

in the unpublished cantos as a figure for the people of the covenant of grace.  In a genetic 

sense, Cain is as much Eve’s “seed” as Christ.  In a covenantal sense, however, Cain is 

not Eve’s “seed” at all insofar as he rejects communion with God in obedience to the 

covenant.  Thus, Hutchinson’s distinction distinguishes between the “Holy State” and the 

“Worldly State” is based on her understanding of the covenant: the Holy State obeys the 

covenant, while the Worldly State rebels against it. The unpublished cantos play out the 

drama of the “great war” between the Holy and the Worldly Seeds in context of God’s 

oracle, which determines the outcome and guarantees that at every point God’s 

Providence oversees the advance and victory of the Holy Seed. 

After God reveals the covenant of grace in the figure of Eve’s seed, Adam and 

Eve discuss what they have done and what they intend to do about it.  Their conversation 

touches on all the major themes of covenant theology: the need for grace, the divinely 

imposed duties whose fulfillment leads to the blessing of communion with God, and 

Christ’s decisive role as the Mediator.  It also dramatizes the crucial “case of conscience” 

identified by Muller, in which believers examine themselves to determine whether or not 

they belong to the covenant of grace.  Eve begins in despair, with a keen awareness of sin 

and a wish for death; Adam rebukes her and advocates hope and repentance.  In a long 

speech directed at Eve, Adam reveals that has learned the lesson which Hutchinson seeks 

to teach herself and her readers: God “[m]inister[s] comfort” to penitent sinners: “When 

lightnings fly, dire storm and thunder roars, / [God] guides the shafts, serene calm 

restores” (5.518-20).  Disharmony might persist, but is mitigated by gratuitous mercy: 
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“[God] still new good from every evil brings. / He holds together the world’s shaken 

frame, / Ordaining every change, is still the same” (5.530-32).  Consequently, Adam 

reasons, rather than capitulating to Eve’s despair, which fails to see Providential restraint 

of evil in the vicissitudes of an ever-changing Creation, they ought to obey the conditions 

of the newly-formed covenant of grace by seeking “Mercy’s sweet embrace” and offering 

“expiating sacrifices” has God had taught them (5.562, 68). He concludes by encouraging 

both himself and his wife to put their trust in the newly revealed covenant of grace: 

When both our spirits at a low ebb are, 
We both will join in mutual fervent prayer 
To him whose gracious succour never fails 
When sin and death poor feeble man assails, 
He that our final triumph hath decreed, 
And promised thee salvation in thy seed. (5.93-98) 
 

Thus Adam professes hope that his prayers, grounded in the promised Mediator, will 

bring him communion with God’s “gracious succour.” 

After Adam’s speech, Hutchinson makes a rare intrusion into the poem by 

wondering if she can say the same thing “in Adam’s person” 5.599.  The statement has 

been variously explained by critics.  Wilcher reads it as a crucial moment in Hutchinson’s 

development of an authorial voice, the moment when “she foregrounds herself as the 

ventriloquial artist” (“Paraphrase” 32).  Norbrook takes a similar slant, noting that 

Hutchinson’s question represents “the closest [she] has come to a personal dimension,” 

and a reminder that “Adam’s voice is her own creation” (“Republican Epic” 60), while in 

his introduction to Order and Disorder, however, Norbrook considers it in terms of 

gender.  By “breaking the poem’s frame,” he argues, Hutchinson emphasizes the 

“reciprocity” between man and woman (xlvii).  Over against these readings, I contend 
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that Hutchinson’s question highlights her own artistic agency in order to emphasize the 

covenantal dimension of her meditations as she pursues her own case of conscience. 

The phrase “in Adam’s person” has deep resonance in covenant theology.  

Reformed theologians, including Owen, interpreted the contrast between Adam and 

Christ in Romans 5 and other places as indicating that Adam represented all humanity.  

Trueman writes:  

Adam stands not simply as a private individual but, as the first human 
being, he is also the representative of the whole race which is to follow.  
Turretin expresses this representative relationship as being twofold: a 
natural one, on the grounds that all subsequent humanity is biologically 
connected to Adam as the father of the race; and forensic, rooted in the 
specific covenant relationship which establishes Adam as the legal 
representative of humanity. (Reformed Catholic 75-76) 

 
According to Trueman, Owen carefully follows this exegetical tradition, including its 

explicit connection to the covenant of works.  For Owen, “the terms of the covenant of 

works are such that, when Adam disobeys, the whole of humanity is placed in a position 

of having sinned against God” (76).  Adam’s sin, then, can be seen to represent the sin of 

each subsequent person who sinned “in Adam’s person.” 

Consequently, when Hutchinson concludes Adam’s speech of repentance with the 

question, “can I this in Adam’s person say?” she is acknowledging Adam as her 

representative, a man whose situation re-presents her own.  At the same time, however, 

she is trying the case of her own conscience.  Her question is one of right, rather than of 

permission, not “may I say?” but “have I the right to say?”  The following lines answer 

the question in the affirmative: Hutchinson is including herself within the same covenant 

of grace, confessing the same rebellion against God, looking to the same Mediator, 

performing the same duties of faith and obedience.  To put it differently, Hutchinson uses 
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the question to bring covenant theology to bear on her own situation as she considers 

whether or not she belongs to the covenant.  By doing so, her meditations change from 

the historical imagination of Adam and Eve’s sin to the application of the lessons found 

in Genesis to Hutchinson and her readers, since they, too, sinned in Adam’s person and 

share his need for the covenant of grace. 

Hutchinson identifies meditation as a crucial means for resolving her case of 

conscience, for as she meditates, she finds blessing in obedience to God’s law.  Her sin of 

discontent with her own situation, full of “fruitless tears” (5.600) gives occasion to 

meditate on the goodness of Providence.  Hutchinson adopts Adam’s approach of 

repentance and submission to God’s “eternal will and wisdom” (5.618), then proceeds to 

the blessings that accompany obedience: “Either [God] gives us back our offerings / Or 

our submission pays with better things” (5.651-2).  She emphasizes the duty of 

meditating on the proper object as a means of directing the intellect (and, consequently, 

the affections and will) to communion with God: 

    What we admire in a low paradise, 
If they our souls from heavenly thoughts entice, 
Here terminating our most strong desire 
Which should to perfect permanence aspire, 
From being good to use they are so far 
That they our fetters, yokes and poisons are, 
The obstacles of our felicity, 
The ruin of our souls’ most firm healths be, 
Quenching that life-maintaining appetite 
Which makes substantial fruit our sound delight. (5.623-32) 

 
However, Hutchinson continues, when her readers read Creation and earthly events as 

lectures of Providence, they enjoy God’s blessing. When they interpret the world through 

“the crystal mirror of God’s grace,” their meditations transcend mere admiration of 
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“Paradise below” and see the perfect, unbroken harmony and order made and maintained 

by Providence (6.693-96).   

As Hutchinson concludes the canto by returning to the Augustinian understanding 

of rest in God as humanity’s end, she comes to a resolution of her case of conscience.  By 

calling her soul to rest in God, she shows that her meditations have played their part in 

bringing her to commune with God.  As her intellect has achieved a fuller understanding 

of God’s will, she has been enabled to submit her own will to God’s, which in turns 

results in an affective desire to commune with God: 

Return, return, my soul, to thy true rest, 
As young benighted birds unto their nest; 
There hide thyself under the wings of Love 
Till the bright morning all thy clouds remove. (5.699-702) 
 

The complex but intimate image of the fledglings awaiting the morning light beneath 

their brooding mother distills the important features of Hutchinson’s argument that 

meditation enables people to commune with God by giving a better understanding of his 

mind and will as revealed in Scripture and Creation.  The “benighted” birds suffer the 

intellectual conditions placed upon them by sin, and must wait for them to be removed by 

the “bright morning.”  But they still know where their nest is, and they have the ability to 

“return” to it; they are thus “viatores” ‘pilgrims’ on the way to their eternal rest rather 

than “beati” ‘the blessed’ in full possession of eternal beatitude.  In the nest, the 

fledglings take the same position of inferiority and dependence, though in context of 

gratuitous love, to their mother as Hutchinson takes to the divine “Love” with whom she 

hopes to commune. 
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Conclusion 
 

 Throughout the 1679 publication of Order and Disorder, Hutchinson has used 

her meditations, the textual product of her devotional meditation, to develop an ontology 

and epistemology consistent with Reformed orthodox theology.  Against the backdrop of 

Lucretian atomism, Hutchinson affirms that God is a spirit who actively creates and 

maintains the universe which humanity inhabits.  She uses the distinction between 

archetypal and ectypal theology, along with the related understanding of second causes 

which function as signs as well as things, to argue that all particular existents within the 

created order possess an intelligible formal cause which enables the human observer to 

discern God ectypally.  Creation is therefore legible, and when read under the guidance of 

the Bible’s revealed truth, displays truth about God and his providential disposing of 

events. Consequently, Hutchinson affirms that Creation is far more than matter in motion, 

that it has a final and formal cause, and that it opens the supremely important possibility 

of human communion with God the Creator.  At the same time, she does not imagine that 

all people indiscriminately commune with God: the consequences of Adam and Eve’s sin 

have diminished Nature’s capacity to communicate divine truth along with our capacity 

to discern it.  Communion with God is only available on his terms, through the covenant 

of grace mediated by Christ, revealed at first through the types present in God’s initial 

judgment of Adam and Eve, and then given increasing clarity until they find their 

fulfillment and culmination in Christ.  However, when Hutchinson and her readers learn 

to see God’s ordering activity at work among the chaos of postlapsarian second causes 

through meditation, they can find rest for our souls as they commune with him. 
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As can be seen from this terse summary of my argument, Hutchinson’s 

meditations in the 1679 version of Order and Disorder present a complex and 

comprehensive vision of the universe that differs radically from that found in De Rerum 

Natura and seventeenth-century texts such as Leviathan which share its ontological 

materialism.  Hutchinson offers a distinctively Reformed account of ontology in her 

account of final and formal causes; of epistemology in her account of archetypal and 

ectypal theology; and of anthropology in her account of the arche and telos of humanity 

as created for communion with God.  Her acquaintance with up-to-date theological work 

characteristic of Reformed orthodoxy guides her meditation on Genesis in such a way as 

to comprehensively counteract the “poison” which she found in Lucretius.  As a result, 

scholarship that does not account for Hutchinson’s intelligent and nuanced theological 

approach to Genesis tend to obscure significant elements of Order and Disorder.  For 

example, critics working from an overtly materialist perspective, such as Goldberg and 

Snider, risk eliding the difference between Hutchinson’s nuanced Reformed 

trinitarianism and Lucretius’ metaphorical use of Venus, or downplaying her insistence 

on the human telos of communion with God.  Explicitly gendered approaches by critics 

such as Miller and Scott-Baumann, although drawing useful comparisons between 

Paradise Lost and Order and Disorder, tend to consider the Fall in terms of competing 

narrations of Adam and Eve’s specific roles without considering the central role allotted 

to covenant theology in Hutchinson’s narrative.  Similarly, Hutchinson’s remarkable 

versification of elements of theological prolegomena does not figure at all in Wilcher’s 

investigation of her artistic development.  Even Norbrook’s careful and illuminating 

reading of Hutchinson’s political affiliations does not fully appreciate the depth with 
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which Hutchinson approaches the controversial notion of the covenant as she argues for a 

primarily theological meaning of the term.  An understanding of Hutchinson’s Reformed 

theological commitments, however, reveals her considerable erudition, hermeneutical 

awareness, and poetic ingenuity while at the same time allowing a more profound 

conception of the careful arguments that link her theological knowledge to her pious 

meditative practice.  

Hutchinson’s work in the first five cantos does not only provide an alternative to 

Lucretian atomism.  It also does much of the groundwork for her unpublished 

continuation of the final fifteen cantos.  Canto 5 ends with only two fallen, repentant 

people in the world.  Thus far, Creation has served mostly as a text whose meaning is 

God; with the proliferation of fallen humanity, it becomes a stage where Providence can 

be seen at work in the disordered drama of sinful people.  A number of Hutchinson’s 

images thus far have gestured proleptically towards the major dynamic of this drama in 

which the darkness assaults the light, the predatory animals seek to gobble up their 

weaker prey, and the Worldly State attacks the Holy Seed.  Again, covenant theology 

plays a central part in Hutchinson’s thought as the covenant people, always a minority, 

seeks to preserve true worship and obedience in the face of opposition from enemies.  In 

such circumstances, their status as the elect is confirmed as they discern God’s 

providential work on their behalf.  An important consequence of this shift from 

Hutchinson’s account of Creation’s seven days and the immediate effects of the Fall to 

the much longer story of holy seed is a much greater emphasis on narration as the object 

of meditation, broadly speaking, changes from Creation to Providence, from the world-

as-scene to history-as-drama. With these things in mind, I now proceed to Chapter Seven, 
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where I begin my argument that Hutchinson uses Cantos 6—20 to engage with the vexed 

contemporary question of ecclesiology.
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

Order and Disorder and Contemporary Ecclesiological Debates 
 
 

This chapter and the next argue that Hutchinson uses the fifteen unpublished 

cantos of Order and Disorder to engage the contemporary debate about ecclesiology.  

She configures her narration of the Holy State to argue for an Independent understanding 

of the nature and membership of the Church.  For Hutchinson, as for Owen, a gathered 

church was a single congregation of professed believers joined in public worship and 

obedience to God.  An epistemic understanding of special Providence, in which God 

provides for all people generally, but members of the Church can perceive his special 

care for them by meditation, plays a central role in her argument.  A distinguishing 

feature of the elect, and thus of the Church, is the grateful acknowledge of special 

Providence made possible through meditation.  If my argument is sound, then it clarifies 

several crucial interpretive questions in the literature about Order and Disorder.  First, by 

identifying meditation as a means of discerning special Providence, and thus membership 

in the universal church, I reveal the thematic unity between the published and 

unpublished portions of Order and Disorder.  Although Hutchinson’s epic matter 

changes from Creation to Providence after her narration of the Fall, her meditative 

approach remains constant as she considers how meditation on Providence helps 

distinguish the Church from the World.  Second, by articulating Hutchinson’s epistemic 

conception of special Providence, I identify that doctrine’s place within her broader 

theological system, thus illuminating her engagement with contemporary debates about 

the role of divine intervention in human affairs.  By the time of writing Order and 
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Disorder, Hutchinson did not regard special Providence as a guarantee of earthly success, 

but rather as the Church’s recognition of God’s help in whatever form it takes, including 

comfort in times of persecution and distress.  Finally, and most significantly, by 

demonstrating that Hutchinson identifies the Holy State with the Church, I enable a 

coherent reading of Cantos 6-20 that observes the way in which Hutchinson’s post-

Restoration ecclesiological politics emerges from her covenant theology without effacing 

either term. 

This chapter, then, seeks to contextualize the unpublished cantos of Order and 

Disorder in terms of Hutchinson’s contemporary association with the Independent 

congregation in Leadenhall Street, with a view to informing the discussion in Chapter 

Eight of her poem’s ecclesiology.  I therefore begin by placing Hutchinson in the heated 

environment of 1670s Nonconformity, interpreting Hutchinson’s condemnation of sects, 

which was remarkable because many contemporaries would have considered Hutchinson 

as a sectarian, in context of the Act of Uniformity.  For a clarification of the 

ecclesiological principles supporting the Act of Uniformity on one hand and 

Nonconformity on the other hand, I compare the competing accounts of Hobbes and 

Owen, who interpret the term “ecclesia” in very different ways.  Hobbes grounded his 

argument for a uniform national church ruled by the civil sovereign in an explicitly 

political reading of “ecclesia” as citizens “called out” to public assembly by the 

magistrates.  In contrast, Owen’s understanding of the Church as the members of the 

covenant of grace interprets “ecclesia” as the elect whom God has “called out” from the 

world.  Having established Hutchinson’s place in the contemporary ecclesiological 

debate in this chapter, I turn in Chapter Eight to consider the events narrated in Cantos 
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6—20 in light of her Independent ecclesiology, arguing that she describes the Holy State 

as a particular local congregation of the universal church. 

 
Hutchinson’s Ecclesiological Context 

 
Sometime around 1673, Hutchinson addressed a lengthy summary of Christian 

doctrine to her daughter Barbara.1  Religious sectarians of some sort had been 

proselytizing Barbara, and Hutchinson feared that their attempts might prove persuasive.  

Accordingly, she wrote to Barbara to delineate clearly the central tenets of Christianity in 

hopes of showing the deficiencies of the sectarian’s doctrine: 

Farre be it from me to seeke anie end in aniething I doe but the pure glory 
of God, the advancement of the kingdome of Jesus Christ, and the 
establishment of your soule, upon certeine and safe grounds.  If any 
attempts have been made to shake you in principles, I bewaile it as my 
neglect of fixing them by precept and example, and have written this little 
summary for you…that it may lie by you as a wittnesse of those sound 
truths I desird to instruct you in, and as my last exhortation that you would 
take heed you be not seducd to factions and parties in religion from that 
Catholick faith and universall love, wherein all that are true Christians 
must unite. (1-2) 
 

Christian unity is an important theme of the work.  Hutchinson claims that theological 

errors have an unfortunate penchant for occurring, but only begin to menace unity when, 

once discovered, they were not renounced.  In fact, the hallmark of good Christian 

practice as regards error is not complete avoidance so much as humble repentance.  There 

were many “ancient teachers” who, although they were “holy men,” “staggerd, and 

enclined sometimes to the errors of the times they livd in.”  However, they demonstrated 

their piety when they “retracted and acknowledged” their errors “with all Christian 

humility” as soon as they were shown to be in error (2-3).  Error is not the problem: 

persisting in error is.  Hutchinson seems to envision a lively dialogue of doctrine among 



220 
 

Christians, where difference of opinion is inevitable but discovery of divine truth is a real 

possibility if all parties are willing to listen in good faith to each other, to the testimony of 

the Church, and to revealed truth.2 

Hutchinson does not blame Barbara for being in doubt of good doctrine, since 

“[t]here was never a time, when the truth was more clowded over with mists of error” 

than the present, and (here Hutchinson perhaps recalls her earlier interest in Lucretius) “it 

is very difficult for young converts not to be infected” (3).3   The difficulty of avoiding 

error, however difficult, is nevertheless paramount for every Christian, because 

uncorrected errors might draw them into sects.  Sects, for Hutchinson, are characterized 

by a hardheaded refusal to listen to other opinions in the Church as they “reiect the 

benefitt they might have had by spiritual converse with Christians of other iudgements” 

(4).  By isolating themselves from the conversation of faith, sectarians guarantee that they 

will persist in their errors while simultaneously wrecking the unity of the Church.  

Hutchinson professes to be “very much exercisd” on the matter, and expresses her 

opinion with considerable vehemence: 

Sects are a greate sinne, and Christians ought all to live in the unity of the 
Spiritt; and though it cannot be, but that offences will come in the Church, 
yet woe be to them by whom they come…Love is the bond of 
perfectnesse, and they that breake the com̅union of saints walke not 
charitably, and will be highly accountable to God for it.  Those that make 
devisions, and those that follow deviding seducers, keepe not close to the 
undisputable precept of Christ.  In his name, therefore, I beg of you to 
study and exercise universall love to every member of Christ, under what 
denomination soever you find them. (4-5) 
 

Hutchinson upbraids herself for having taught Barbara insufficiently to help her avoid the 

great condemnation that will await her should she segregate herself from the “unity of the 

Spiritt,” and offers this collection of true doctrine to remedy the deficiency.   The “cause 
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of so many wavering and falling into various sects” is the “want of having [the] grounds 

[of faith] well layd.”  Once the “iudgment” be “fixt in the foundation truths,” the 

“practise” will not be “so mutable and various” (5).  The treatise represents Hutchinson’s 

own version of a “two-penny catechize” [ie, inexpensive catechism], and it can accurately 

be described as an exercise in Christian unity. 

Hutchinson appears to be wholly unaware of the situational irony involved in her 

censure of sects and factions and her praise of the “unity of the Spiritt.”  After all, at the 

time of writing On the Principles of the Christian Religion, she was attending Owen’s 

conventicle in London.4  Owen was prominent among some 2000 ministers and teachers 

who were ejected from the Church of England for refusing to conform to the 1662 Act of 

Uniformity, which required every minister to receive episcopal ordination and to give 

public assent to the Book of Common Prayer and all it contained.5  Under the 1670 

revision of the 1664 Act to Prevent and Suppresse Seditious Conventicles (commonly 

known as the Conventicle Act), Hutchinson could have been fined for attending with 

more than five people of different households a conventicle which did not follow the 

liturgy of the Book of Common Prayer (which Owen rejected).  The Conventicle Act 

assumed that any “Meeting” under “colour or pretence of any Exercise of Religion in 

other manner then according to the Liturgy of the Church of England” was frequented by 

“Seditious Sectaries and other disloyal persons” in order to “contrive Insurrections.”  

Hutchinson’s attendance, then, would have smacked of factious sectarianism, even if she 

had been scrupulous at following the law precisely.  If she had not been, her attendance 

was legally considered a danger to the peace and stability of the commonwealth.6  Owen, 

moreover, had a history of contravening the Conventicle Act, having been prosecuted in 
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1665 for preaching illegally at home, and very likely was never licensed as a minister 

during the year in which the 1672 Declaration of Indulgence was in force.7  Although as a 

laywoman Hutchinson was not required to conform, she had expressed a number of 

dangerous opinions in the Memoirs of the Life of Colonel Hutchinson, which, although 

she never published it, her daughter had very likely seen.8  There, for example, she 

suggests that Charles I was a closet papist and that he supported flattering prelates to 

shore up his personal power rather than for any religious conviction (67-68), while 

subsequently describing to paedobaptism as a “great mistake of the national churches” 

(210-11).  Both opinions (along with many others) would have suggested a seditious 

streak in Hutchinson. 

Her apparent unconcern with her own “factious” or “sectarian” leanings (which 

would have been obvious to her contemporaries) is telling.  She is not blindly censuring 

others for that of which she herself is also guilty.  Instead, she is articulating a principled 

position in one of the fiercest debates of the Restoration, the question of the nature and 

membership of the Church.  As an astute observer of her life and times, Hutchinson 

would have been well aware of her own status as a member of a persecuted minority 

officially suspected of sedition, which she regarded as truly belonging to the militant 

universal church.9  If the conventicle she attended was afforded a certain degree of 

immunity from persecution by virtue of its powerful members,10 other conventicles were 

not so fortunate, and their members suffered spying, fines, the seizure of their property, 

and imprisonment.  Although the enforcement of the Clarendon Code depended on 

occasionally reluctant local magistrates, enough pastors and people were prosecuted to 

remind Nonconforming groups of their dangerous place in the eyes of the law (Spurr 149-
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54).  Hutchinson would have been perfectly cognizant that, to Parliament and the Church 

of England, she was most certainly an avowed sectarian whose dangerous ideas it 

behooved them to suppress. 

These authorities advocated, and legally established, a particular definition of the 

Church as the populace of the nation under the guidance of the episcopal hierarchy.  After 

Charles II was restored to the throne in 1660, a complex and convoluted series of 

negotiations between leaders of England’s various churches (except the Roman 

Catholics) attempted to construct a settlement for the Church of England.11  Since my 

purpose is primarily to interpret Order and Disorder in light of Hutchinson’s theology, I 

do not attempt a comprehensive discussion of these debates, but simply mention them 

insofar as they illuminate her thinking.  However, because an understanding of the later 

cantos of Order and Disorder requires knowledge of Hutchinson’s Independent 

ecclesiology, which in turn requires knowledge of the pressures and counterarguments it 

faced, a short discussion of the debate surrounding the crisis of church settlement in the 

1660s is necessary. 

Broadly speaking, churches with sectarian and congregational ecclesiologies 

(which sought varying degrees of autonomy for local congregations apart from the 

national church) hoped for a tolerant settlement that would have permitted them to 

operate freely outside of the established Church.  The Independent congregations were 

among those seeking tolerance.  Another position, generally held by Presbyterians and 

moderate members of the Church of England, sought for comprehension, or inclusion, 

within an established Church permitting ministers to follow their conscience on matters 

such as clerical garb and the Book of Common Prayer.  The episcopal position, which 
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eventually proved successful, envisioned a national established Church, coterminous with 

the State, with uniformity of liturgy and practice.  For a while, the Presbyterians appeared 

to be on the cusp of securing comprehension.  Poor election results, however, diminished 

their influence in Parliament.  To make matters worse, an untimely revolt effectively 

discredited sectarians, making the conservative majority of Parliament leery of toleration.  

The combination of factors ended any possibility for toleration and comprehension 

(Keeble Restoration 111-17).  

The Act of Uniformity (1662) officially settled both the debate and the Church on 

exclusive and highly politicized terms.  By requiring that every minister not only use only 

the Book of Common Prayer in all public worship but also publically subscribe to the 

entirety of its contents, the Act proscribed all doctrinal opinion outside of the Book of 

Common Prayer.  Comprehension for the Presbyterians, and certainly tolerance for 

Independents, Baptists, or Quakers, was resoundingly denied.  Significantly, the Act also 

only recognized ordination by bishops, a move that at once removed all Presbyterians, 

Independents and Baptists, and sectarians from their ecclesiastical offices and “decisively 

broke with England’s history since the Reformation” (Keeble Restoration 118).  By 

denying the validity of non-episcopal ordination, the Act also denied the validity of the 

Churches that practiced such ordination.  Anyone who did not submit to the Act became a 

Non-conformist, at once outside of the Church of England and in breach of the law.  

Underlying the Clarendon Code (1661-1665) was an ecclesiology that saw the 

Church and the state as, if not essentially the same, at least coterminous.  After the 

turmoil of the Civil War, the Protectorate, and the Restoration, many Royalists had come 

to see differing opinions and the sects they engendered as threats to the stability of the 
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state.  As Keeble notes, the Act of Uniformity overtly attempted to “safeguard…the 

political nation” as it “inspired religious devotion” by forcing fanatics and schismatics 

into the established Church (Restoration 117-18).  Gilbert Sheldon, Archbishop of 

Canterbury in the 1660s, identified “religious nonconformity with all that was threatening 

to church and state” and would not countenance liberty of conscience because “it is a 

political and a religious duty to submit to the law” (Restoration 120).  Similarly, 

Laudians such as Henry Hammond supported the episcopacy mandated by the Act of 

Uniformity, despite the Puritans’ plausible arguments that it smacked of popery.  If a 

church must have bishops, than Presbyterians and Independents are not churches, while 

Rome is.  For the Laudians however, authority, not anti-popery, was at issue.  Episcopal 

ordination had been established by act of Parliament, and to question it was sedition.  To 

such a point of view, appeal to conscience breeds schism, which is “the supreme sin, 

because it [is] a refusal of authority, a kind of rebellion” (Restoration 125). 

Many Nonconforming ministers, however, could not accept such an ecclesiology.  

As Keeble writes, many Baptists and Independents would not comply with the Act of 

Uniformity precisely because of how it defined the Church of England.  Such ministers 

did not believe that a church could possibly be “an ecclesiastical organization whose 

membership was coterminous with the nation’s population” (140).  Instead, such a view 

promoted a congregational system, composed of discreet, autonomous local churches free 

from state authority.  This system defined the visible church as only those who openly 

professed faith (which involved considerable doctrinal knowledge) and lived holy lives 

(which involved habitual prayer, meditation, and Bible study).   
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By warning Barbara against sects while at the same time legally belonging to one, 

Hutchinson is adhering to an Independent ecclesiology.  Sects persist in some sort of 

doctrinal error.  The Quakers, for example, deny the primacy of Scripture in favor of the 

Inner Light, while like the Socinians deny the Trinity.  Independents, on the other hand, 

maintain what Hutchinson calls in the Preface to Order and Disorder the “consenting 

testimony of all the Church” (4).  As I show in Chapter Eight, exclusion from the courtly 

power of the established church for Hutchinson is, if anything, a sign of election, a 

participation in the ancient feud between the light and darkness.  As long as she and other 

Independents can rightly discern God’s action on their behalf through special Providence, 

they can count themselves among the elect and, consequently, as part of the true church, 

regardless of legislation or persecution. 

In this chapter’s following sections, I compare two competing accounts of the 

relationship between ecclesiology and politics with a view to clarifying Hutchinson’s 

point of view.  While I recognize the complexity of the negotiations, controversies, and 

debates involved in establishing and maintaining the Church of England through the Act 

of Uniformity and the rest of the Clarendon Code, it will be helpful for the purposes of 

my argument to compare Hobbes’s and Owen’s mutually exclusive positions.   Since 

Hobbes’s view accords with the foundation for the Act of Uniformity, I start by showing 

how Leviathan merges civil and ecclesiastical polity and rules out any possibility for 

liberty of conscience. While I recognize that many advocates of a uniform national 

church regarded much of what Hobbes said as pernicious and destructive of true religion, 

I have elected to use him as an interlocutor for several reasons.  First, despite their 

disagreements with any number of Hobbes’s arguments, many episcopalians advocated 
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ecclesiologies very similar to Hobbes’s.  Also, Leviathan is useful because it achieves a 

high degree of precision and clarity in its arguments.  Furthermore, the relationship 

between Hobbes’s covenant theology and his ecclesiology offers a rare and useful foil to 

the analogous relationship in Owen. 

Having begun with a version of the official position, I continue by demonstrating 

how Owen advocates a society in which the monarch can restrain heretical and papist 

belief but not particular forms of worship or doctrinal conformity within Protestantism.12  

Owen’s arguments for Protestant toleration come from his definition of the Church, 

which results naturally and necessarily from his conception of covenant theology.  I shall 

conclude the chapter by demonstrating that Hutchinson’s view of the Church largely 

follows Owen’s.  An important aspect of such an understanding of the Church is the need 

for individual Christians to recognize their own place in the Church by recognizing their 

own election.  For Hutchinson, this is done by meditating on God’s works in order to 

discern his special Providence for the saints. 

 
Hobbes and the Church 

 
A theoretical articulation of the ecclesiology that undergirds the official position 

on Nonconformity can be found in Hobbes’s Leviathan, where he defines the Church as a 

Christian commonwealth.  I do not suggest that all arguments for episcopacy and the 

liturgical uniformity of the national church advanced in the 1660s have a genetic link to 

Leviathan, or even that the various accounts shared Hobbes’s assumptions.  On the 

contrary, Hobbes was one of many whose conception of the Church was partially shaped 

by English ecclesiastical history since 1534, when Henry VIII made himself the head of 

the Church of England with the Act of Supremacy.  Similarly, Elizabeth I’s 1559 Act of 
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Uniformity had also mandated (if not entirely successfully) a national liturgy based on 

the Book of Common Prayer with the dual ends of spiritual unity and political stability.  

Defenders of the established church made arguments similar to Leviathan in the 1640s 

following the execution of Charles I and the dissolution of prelacy under Parliamentarian 

rule, well before Hobbes published Leviathan in 1651.  In 1645, for example, Henry 

Hammond protested the impending change of “the present English form [of church 

governance] by the King and his Bishops” on the grounds that a separation between 

monarchical and ecclesiastical power would result in doctrinal change.  Because the 

“State” had imposed the Thirty-Nine Articles in order to protect the Church, Hammond 

reasoned, “to change the Government is to change the Doctrine, and where Doctrine and 

Government are both changed, can we possibly think the Religion to be the same [as 

before]?” (“Considerations” 4-5).  Church and state are so enmeshed for Hammond that 

altering one necessarily alters the other.  Consequently, I do not claim Hobbes as a 

unique source or causal influence on 1660s supporters of the Act of Uniformity.  

Moreover, Hobbes clearly took an extreme view of the magistrate’s spiritual authority 

that most Anglicans could not subscribe to (Sommerville 365-69).  Nevertheless, I offer 

his work as a useful example of a larger trend due to the precision and clarity with which 

he advances his claims in Leviathan, which has the advantage of being a theoretical 

rather than a polemical text.  Furthermore, as I have shown in previous chapters, Owen 

engages Hobbes directly regarding covenants and contracts, and their disagreement on 

ecclesiology can be seen as an extension or continuation of that debate.  Differences 

regarding the founding covenant manifest themselves in the resulting institution.  
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For Hobbes, there is no ultimate difference between church and state; they are one 

and the same.  As A. P. Martinich points out, that the subtitle of Leviathan equates the 

“Ecclesiastical” and the “Civil” commonwealth is no mistake, but rather speaks to a 

crucial point in Hobbes’s thought: “There is only one government, which encompasses 

both religious and nonreligious matters alike,” which the sovereign “rules equally.”  

Martinich significantly notes that the Earl of Clarendon, for whom the Clarendon Code 

was named, “commended Hobbes for virtually nothing else, completely endorsed his 

views on this point” (Two Gods 281-82).  Certainly Hobbes’s notoriety as a dangerous 

and impious thinker13 would have seen plenty of writers anxious to distance themselves 

from him, if not from his ideas.  Many of Hobbes’s contemporaries make similar claims 

without relying on Hobbes’s authority.  Controversialist William Assheton summarizes 

the assumption with admirable simplicity: “the cause of our Church is so united to that of 

the Crown, that the same who malign one, strike as boldly at the other” (Preface to 

Evangelium).  Similarly, Gilbert Sheldon instructed his fellow-bishops in 1670 to do their 

part in upholding the Conventicle Act by punishing “all Nonconformists, Holders, 

Frequenters, Maintainers, Abetters of Conventicles and unlawful Assemblies, under 

pretence of Religious Worship, especially of the Preachers and Teachers in them” where 

appropriate, and by attempting to persuade them “to the Worship of God, the Honour of 

the King and his Laws, and the Peace of the Church and Kingdom.”  The Archbishop 

manifests no unease whatsoever at enjoining his bishops to obey the King; since Church 

and Kingdom are one and the same, it “becomes” the bishops to “endeavor…the 

promoting so blessed a work [with] his Majesties Approbation and express Direction” 

(“A Letter” 2-3).  For such writers, the religious differences caused by liturgical 
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pluriformity and by the liberty of conscience had inflicted material damage on England’s 

political and spiritual well-being by causing the civil wars, the death of Charles I, and the 

Protectorate.  Precisely because ecclesiastical and civil polities overlap, dissent in one 

necessarily threatens the other.  Recent history had given what seemed ample proof of the 

point. 

Hobbes grounds the coterminal relationship between civil and ecclesiastical 

authority in biblical interpretation of the Church.  He finds three distinct usages of the 

word “Church (Ecclesia)” in the Bible.  In the first, the Church is simply the temple, the 

physical building dedicated to worship.  Hobbes derives the second sense, “a 

congregation,” by drawing an analogy to classical polity: 

Church (when not taken for a house) signifieth the same that ecclesia 
signified in the Grecian commonwealths, that is to say, a congregation or 
an assembly of citizens, called forth to hear the magistrate speak unto 
them; and which the commonwealth of Rome was called concio, as he that 
spake was called ecclesiastes, and concionator.  And when they were 
called forth by lawful authority (Acts 19:39), it was Ecclesia legitima, a 
lawful Church.  But when they were excited by tumultuous and seditious 
clamour, then it was a confused Church, ekklesia sugkexumene. (39.2: 
315, emphasis original) 
 

Hobbes’s allusion to the etymology of ecclesia may not be obvious: The Greek ἐκκλησία 

‘ecclesia’ derives from the verb ἐκκαλεῖν ‘to call out’ (OED “ecclesia”).  The citizens, in 

the example offered by Hobbes are “called out” of their houses and into the public 

square.  In this case, the magistrate is the authoritative agent, the one who calls the 

citizens out and whose command is binding upon them.  Similarly, the citizens exhibit 

deferential obedience, assembling when ordered and not assembling when not ordered.  

The attractions of such a view to the framers of the Act of Uniformity and the 

Conventicle Act (such as Gilbert Sheldon) are obvious: seeking to uphold and perpetuate 



231 
 

the reign of Charles II, they preserved his sole authority (delegated to the Church of 

England) to call forth the populace to religious assembly.  Any unsanctioned assembly 

(say, a Quaker meeting or a Baptist conventicle) then became an ekklesia sugkexumene, a 

threat at once to Ecclesia legitima and to the stability of the monarchy.  

The third sense of the word church that Hobbes finds in the Bible involves his 

notion of representation.  The word, he claims, refers to “the whole multitude of Christian 

men, how far soever they be dispersed” (39.3: 315).  In other words, the Church consists 

of any man (the specification of gender is Hobbes’s) with the right to join the 

congregation, regardless of his participation in the congregation at any given time.  When 

Saul persecutes “the Church,” Hobbes reasons, he does not persecute every single 

member at the same time, but only those few within his reach.  From there, Hobbes 

asserts that the representation of a body of men in a single representative sovereign seen 

in civil commonwealths applies to the Church as well.  Since all members of the Church 

are involved in what the Church does, giving assent and obedience to its actions and 

decisions, then “the Church can be taken one person.”  However, such a “person” needs a 

single man to represent it.  Hobbes thus comes to his definition of the Church as a 

Christian commonwealth: 

I define a CHURCH to be a company of men professing Christian religion, 
united in the person of one sovereign, at whose command they ought to 
assemble, and without whose authority they ought not to assemble...It 
followeth also that there is on earth no such universal Church as all 
Christians are bound to obey, because there is no power on earth to which 
all other commonwealths are subject. (39.4-5: 316, emphasis original) 
 

Lest there be any confusion, the marginal gloss clarifies: “A Christian commonwealth 

and a Church all one.”  Hobbes maintains this position strenuously, apparently going as 
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far as denying in the Appendix that the early church was in fact a church.  There, 

interlocutor A repeats the definition offered above and adds,  

From this definition it follows that in the time of the pagan emperors 
neither the Council of the Apostles, nor any other Council of Christians 
before the Council of Nicaea was legitimate…There were several 
assemblies (i.e., synods) of Christians under the pagan emperors.  But by a 
church he [i.e., Hobbes himself] understands a synod with the authority to 
make decrees, one whose decrees it was unjust to disobey.  Such synods 
cannot exist without the aid of the sovereign. (Appendix 3.27-28: 545)14 
 

Such a definition obviously has profound effects on Hobbes’s understanding of ecclesial 

polity.  A crucial implication of Hobbes’s equation of the Church with a Christian 

commonwealth arises from his understanding of the covenant, or social contract, upon 

which both are founded.    As I showed in Chapter Three, Hobbes’s understanding of a 

covenant as a contract guaranteed by coercion presupposes an anthropology of fear and 

an ontology of violence.  If there is no force behind the provisions of a contract, then that 

contract is worthless, mere words.  Since the “force of words” is “too weak to hold men 

to the performance of covenants,” the fear of a punishment that exceeds the benefits of 

covenant-breaking is a necessary adjunct to any covenant (14.31: 87-88).  That implies 

that the Church, like any other commonwealth founded on a contract, is beholden to fear 

and legitimated by the threat of forceful coercion.  For this reason, homogeneity of 

opinion is requisite and liberty of conscience anathema.  Any straying from established 

doctrine is seditious and en route to the sort of treason that led to the execution of Charles 

I.  

Furthermore, Hobbes’s understanding of a commonwealth as one person 

representing many people so that all that the sovereign does, the people have done in the 

sovereign’s person, privileges the body politic over the individual person.  Once the 
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sovereign has been installed by covenant, he (the gendered language is Hobbes’s) 

assumes and exercises absolute power, and the scruples of his individual subjects are not 

only worthless, but unjust.  As Hobbes makes clear earlier, any religious imperatives 

imposed by the sovereign are conventional rather than absolute: “this fear of things 

invisible is the natural seed of that which everyone in himself calleth religion, and in 

them that worship or fear the power otherwise than they do, superstition” (11.26: 63).  

The “seed” of religion, moreover, is “only in man” (12.1: 63), which implies that divine 

revelation, when conceived as an interruption into human life originating in God, is not 

the source of religion.  The magistrate can therefore regulate religion without fear of 

contravening revelation.15  Instead, Hobbes gives the sovereign interpretive control over 

written revelation: the Bible means what the sovereign says it means.  If religion is 

relative to the belief system created and enforced by the sovereign, then there is no 

legitimate place for disagreement. Outside the will of the sovereign, then, there is no 

scope for any sort of change, and each subject is bound by covenant to accept as his own 

action the action of the sovereign.  When this notion of representation is transferred to the 

Church, it precludes the exercise of conscience, prohibits toleration of variant beliefs and 

practices, and equates the idea of reformation with sedition. 

Hobbes reinforces his point while explicating the Abrahamic covenant: Abraham 

wielded absolute power over his family as the “civil sovereign.”  Consequently, it was 

Abraham’s duty to “forbid” the pretense of “private vision, or spirit, or other revelation 

from God.”  Likewise, Hobbes claims, it is “lawful” for any civil sovereign to “punish 

any man that shall oppose his private spirit against the laws; for he hath the same place in 

the commonwealth that Abraham had in his own family” (40.2-3: 318).  Similarly, 
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Hobbes describes Moses as the sole interpreter of the divine commands, using that 

description to underwrite the hermeneutical supremacy of the civil sovereign (who, in a 

Christian commonwealth, is also the head of the Church): “no man ought in the 

interpretation of the Scripture to proceed further than the bounds which are set by their 

several sovereigns” (40.7: 321).  The individual subject within the Church, or Christian 

commonwealth, has no other religious duty than to obey the sovereign and his agents.  

This includes submitting to whatever ecclesiastical authority that the sovereign deems 

necessary.  The civil sovereign of a Christian commonwealth is “the supreme pastor [and] 

by his authority…all other pastors are made, and have power to teach and perform all 

other pastoral offices” (42.70: 367).  If the sovereign chooses (as the English sovereign 

had traditionally chosen) to rule the Church through bishops, then the populace are bound 

to accept the sovereign’s ruling as the true interpretation of Scripture.16   

Perhaps for this reason Hobbes does not acknowledge the distinction between 

general and special Providence in Leviathan.  All Providence is general, made through 

the sovereign and with no reference to the individual subject.  Any claim of special 

Providence on the part of the subject smacks of dangerous rebellion and the unjust 

difference that threatens the covenant which grounds and sustains the commonwealth.  

Certainly special Providence appears to suggest that the beneficiary is in some way 

special or set apart from other people.  In other words, belief in special Providence can be 

regarded as tending towards faction or separatism if the beneficiaries see special 

Providence as a marker of divine favor not extended to other members of society.  

General Providence, on the other hand, extends itself to the entirety of the commonwealth 

through the sovereign’s governance.  Certainly not all supporters of the Act of 
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Uniformity abstained from this distinction: on the contrary, as noted by Keeble, many 

were keen to assert that the Restoration was a clear instance of special Providence.  He 

writes: “The Restoration of the monarchy so effectively, so painlessly and so quickly 

frustrated the whole range of Puritan aspirations that its exultant Royalist beneficiaries 

could not but see it as an act of divine mercy to them and of divine retribution upon their 

Puritan adversaries” (Memoirs xx).  Indeed, the taunts leveled against Puritans becomes 

an important element of their crisis regarding the doctrine of Providence, which 

Hutchinson engages in Order and Disorder.  As I show in Chapter Eight, Hutchinson 

uses Calvin’s epistemic understanding of special Providence: God provides for all people 

generally, but the Church recognizes his Providence through meditation.  Thus, for 

Hutchinson, special Providence does not imply a higher degree of divine blessing 

(indeed, it often involves comfort in dismal situations), but rather the Church’s grateful 

recognition and acknowledgment of God’s care.  The recognition is what makes special 

Providence special. 

Of course, if only the meditating Church can perceive special Providence, then 

that Church must not encompass the nation, as Hobbes’s Church does.  In fact, 

Hutchinson’s understanding of special Providence is closely related to her Independent 

ecclesiology, which identifies the Church as the minority of the elect whom God has 

called out of the world.  In order to illuminate how Hutchinson’s meditations on the story 

of the Church, figured as the Holy Seed in Cantos 6—20 of Order and Disorder, respond 

to the ecclesiology found in Leviathan and mandated by the Act of Uniformity, I use the 

next section to consider Owen’s articulation of an Independent ecclesiology. 
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Owen and the Church 
 

In 1670, the Anglican clergyman and apologist George Vernon published A Letter 

to a Friend Concerning Some of Dr Owen’s Principles and Practices, in which he claims 

that Owen’s theology threatens the peace and security of England.  In a prolonged, 

overtly ad hominem argument, Vernon accuses Owen of perjuring nearly every oath he 

had ever taken: his University-Oath, the Oath of Allegiance, the Oath of Cannonical 

Allegiance, the Solemn League and Covenant, as well as betraying the allegiance he 

owed to Oliver and Richard Cromwell for their favor.  He concludes that Owen, because 

of his past behavior and current principles, presents a real danger to the English church 

and people: “God help King Charles the Second: For that which cut the Throat of the 

Father, may do the same kindness for the Son.  And indeed Dr. Owen is furnished with 

Principles fitted as directly for the doing of such a feat, as any of those Regicides that 

were executed at Charing-Cross” (“A Letter” 29, emphasis original).  Vernon denounces 

Owen’s theology of Providence and his doctrine of the perseverance of the saints, 

alleging that these contain the seed of “all the confusion and blood, persecution and 

warrs, which we have seen, and might again have seen in this nation, had not Authority 

secured itself and us against the spreading of it by the strong Bull-work of Laws, and by 

as rigorous an execution of them” (47, emphasis original).  Perhaps Vernon’s personal 

experiences as the rector of Bourton on the Water, Gloucestershire, might help to explain 

his obvious anxiety against any idea or practice outside of the Church of England.  

Vernon’s predecessor was one of the ministers ejected by the Act of Uniformity, and the 

parish proved to be a hotbed of Nonconformity, with extraordinarily high numbers of 

both Catholic and Protestant dissenters (“Vernon, George”).  Under such circumstances, a 
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committed conformist would justifiably feel uncomfortable and perhaps threatened.  The 

failure of some local magistrates (likely including those in his jurisdiction) sufficiently to 

enforce the Clarendon Code appears to have irked him considerably, and he blamed 

Owen for “poysoning some Country Justices of the Peace…so they might desist from 

executing penal laws against his Brethren” (34, emphasis original).  Vernon’s 

interpretations of Owen’s theology are highly selective, but then, theology is really beside 

the point.  For Vernon, only someone with bad theology would even contemplate 

stepping outside the Church of England (and thus threatening the peace of the entire 

nation), and Nonconformity is in itself proof of bad theology.  His real quarrel with Owen 

is ecclesiological. 

In this section, I briefly outline Owen’s ecclesiology with a view to showing how 

he engages arguments in favor of a uniform national church in support of his Independent 

convictions.  Although Owen wrote extensively on the Church (the last four volumes of 

his works are almost entirely given to the subject), his work on the subject has received 

surprisingly little attention from scholars.17  This study, I believe, will be the first to 

consider Owen’s ecclesiology in light of covenant theology, which is mildly surprising 

given the explicit connections between the two made in Theologoumena Pantodapa.  

Where Hobbes and other thinkers had envisioned a church coterminous with the national 

populace and ruled by the monarch, Owen conceived of the Church in much narrower 

terms.  For Owen, the standards for membership in a local church are high: a member 

must openly profess faith in the Christian religion, have an extensive knowledge of 

doctrine, regularly fulfill Christian duties and abstain from egregious sin.  With such 

standards, potential members would certainly form a minority of any society.  For that 
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reason, he never sought comprehension within the Church of England, but rather sought 

toleration outside of it. I begin by outlining the place occupied by Owen’s understanding 

of the Church within the covenant theology described in Theologoumena Pantodapa.  

Next, I look at a work, written only a year or two earlier, in which Owen sets out a more 

comprehensive theoretical framework for his ecclesiology; this framework later impelled 

Owen to seek toleration rather than comprehension, and to refuse episcopal ordination 

and conformity.  Finally, I more fully establish Owen’s particular reasons for 

Nonconformity by examining his controversy with Edward Stillingfleet.  

Owen began his ministerial career as a “moderate Presbyterian” rather than an 

Independent, but was persuaded to Independency in the mid 1640s by a number of the 

Westminster divines, including Thomas Goodwin and Phillip Nye.  Having become 

Independents themselves, they jointly published An Apologeticall Narration (1643), in 

which they set forth the case for a congregational polity.  Owen was convinced by their 

arguments, along with those advanced by John Cotton from Massachusetts in his 1644 

The Doctrine of the Church, To which is committed the Keys of the Kingdome of Heaven 

(Toon, God’s Statesman, 18-19).18  After Owen adopted the Independent position, he 

became one of its leading defenders for the rest of his career to such a degree that George 

Vernon could, with some legitimacy, refer to him as “the Atlas of Independency” in his 

1670 assault on Owen’s ecclesiology (“A Letter” 36).19  In the 1660s and 1670s, Owen 

wrote extensively to defend the Independent position, notably in a controversy with 

Edward Stillingfleet.  Due to the “seditious” nature of his arguments, many of his 

publications were anonymous.  Nevertheless, such was his influence with other Non-

conformists that his insistence against comprehension in his negotiations with Richard 
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Baxter has been credited with destroying the Presbyterian’s hopes.20  Indeed, one might 

partially attribute the status of the Independent church as a persecuted minority of 

professing believers in the latter parts of the seventeenth century to Owen’s 

intransigence: his definition of the Church may have become a self-fulfilling prophecy in 

context of a similarly intransigent majority keen to stamp out any appearance of 

difference within the English church. 

Owen’s ecclesiology results directly from his covenant theology.  As I have 

argued, Owen regards obedience to the covenant of grace as the means by which his 

readers can fulfill their final cause of glorifying God in worshipful communion with him.  

However, Owen does not regard communion with God as a strictly private matter: God 

has not ordained “that every individual should singly and by himself perform this 

worship,” but rather as part of a church, a human society “joined and united together for 

the worship of God” (Owen’s Works 15: 228).  If the covenant provides the formal 

structure in which humans can commune with God, then the Church provides the human 

context in which communion occurs through obedience in worship.  Owen maintains this 

point in strong language, claiming that the absence of worship in societies would result in 

“absolute failure” of the “principal end of the creation of man” because he is “so fitted for 

society” that many of his “own powers” are rendered ineffectual in its absence (228).21  

Accordingly, Owen traces the beginning of the Church back to the first human 

society of worshippers, Adam and Eve.  The Church began with the revelation of the 

covenant of grace in God’s judgment of Satan immediately after Adam and Eve had 

sinned, which Owen calls, “fundatum in promissione liberatoris ecclesiam” ‘the founding 

of the Church in the promise of the savior” (Owen’s Works 17: 147).  Thus the covenant 



240 
 

of grace and the Church are coeval, and those who participate in the covenant are 

coextensive with the members of the Church.  As such, Adam and Eve were the first 

members of the Church: 

prima peccatorum ecclesia in familia Adami instituta est. Is erat finis ejus 
proximus: ut cœtus Deum in Mediatore colentium constitueretur....Tota 
itaque illius familia, ipso curante et regente, hoc est totum in universum 
humanum genus, nemine excepto, Dei erat ecclesia, in qua fides, 
observantia, et cultus religiosus viguerunt.  Eo rerum statu erat ecclesia 
absolute catholica. 
 
‘the first church of sinners was instituted in the family of Adam.  This was 
its proximate end: that the assembly of the worship of God in the Mediator 
might be established...Thus all of Adam’s family, which he cared for and 
ruled, that is, all the human race in the whole world, no one excepted, was 
the hurch of God, in which faith, observance, and religious worship gained 
strength.  The church in that condition was absolutely catholic’ (Owen’s 
Works 17: 144) 
 

This catholicity, Owen continues, did not last long.  By “infidelitate” ‘faithlessness’ to 

the “promissum Mediatoris” ‘the promise of the Mediator,’ Cain rejected the covenant.  

His actions culminated in Abel’s murder: “[Cainus] a fide deficientem in fratricidium 

protrusit ira et invidia” ‘[Cain], falling from faith, thrust forwards into fratricide because 

of anger and envy (Owen’s Works 17: 144).   “Ita in totum fœdus divinum, et partes ejus 

singulas peccator exstitit et rebellis.  Hinc hypocritarum primus...factus est et τὐπος.” 

‘Thus against the entire divine covenant and all its individual parts, he stood as a sinner 

and a rebel. Hence he became first and type (τὐπος) of the hypocrites.” (Owen’s Works 

17: 144)  Cain was the first apostate or defector from the Church, and thus became a 

forerunner of all subsequent rebels against the covenant.  As I show later, Hutchinson 

follows Owen’s notion that Cain was the prototypical enemy of the Church: she often 

attributes attacks on the Church to the “envy” of its opponents. 
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Cain’s sin, in Owen’s opinion, initiates the cycle of apostasy, judgment, and 

renewal in the Church in the various administrations of the covenant around which 

Theologoumena Pantodapa is organized, and the cycle assumes a separatist ecclesiology.  

Cain’s apostasy is not only typical in the moral sense of rebellion against the covenant, 

but in terms of numerical strength, aggression, and violence as well.  Owen estimates that 

130 years had elapsed between the founding of church and the slaying of Abel, during 

which time Adam and Eve had been abundantly fecund.  Consequently, Cain could take 

others with him, “quorum numerus haud parvus fuisse videtur, cùm eorum ope ad urbem 

exstruendam se accinxerit” ‘the number of whom was seen to be by no means small, 

since he undertook the building of a city by their help’ (Owen’s Works 17: 146).  Cain 

(along with his followers) recognized that “se a communione sanctorum, et præsentia Dei 

in cultu solenni exclusum.” ‘he was excluded from the communion of the saints and the 

presence of God in ceremonial worship.’22 Nevertheless, they eventually gained 

numerical superiority over the Church, which eventually resulted in persecution.  Owen 

reads Genesis 4:26 (“Then began men to call upon the Name of the Lord”) as pointing to 

the first instance of what he elsewhere calls “gathered churches,” or local groups of 

professing saints, separate and distinct from the unregenerate sinners living around them: 

“Multitudo enim peccantium impunitatem et licentiam peccandi parit; duo 
ideo hæc verba [ie, Genesis 4:26] denotant.  Primò, segreges cœtus, ad Dei 
cultum solennem peragendum, pios constituisse.  Deinde, nomen 
suscepisse peculiare cultorum seu filiorum Dei, quo ad aliam usque 
defectionem usi sunt.”  
 
‘A multitude of sinners produces impunity and license for sin. These 
words [ie, Genesis 4:36] imply two things.  First, that the pious established 
separate assemblies to complete the solemn worship of God.  Second, that 
they received the peculiar name of worshippers, or of the sons of God.’ 
(Owen’s Works 17: 150)  
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A crucial feature of the separatist ecclesiology here is its minority status.  In its infancy in 

the family of Adam, the Church could successfully excommunicate Cain.  Later, 

however, the numerical superiority of the apostates meant that excommunication was no 

longer an option: “Id vero in plures a paucioribus fieri nequit. Restitit ideo piorum 

separatio, et in cœtus segreges collectio.” ‘That truly could not be done by just a few in 

the midst of many. For that reason, the pious withdrew and gathered into separate 

assemblies’ (Owen’s Works 17: 150).  This separatism became a necessary feature of the 

true church. 

These churches, Owen claims, were corrupted over time, which he attributes to 

intermarriage between the pious “sons of God” and the “daughters of men” until God 

brought judgment through the deluge (Owen’s Works 17: 151-55).23 Significantly, the 

Church between Cain and Noah, the loose association of communities exposed to 

persecution and scorn from the numerical majority of sinners surrounding them, becomes 

a pattern for all the Church’s subsequent corruptions and reformations. Owen explicitly 

connects the antediluvian church to the post-Reformation church by wishing that God 

might remind “ecclesiis Christianis reformatis” ‘the reformed Christian churches” of the 

lessons of earlier times (Owen’s Works 17: 155).  Thus his definition of the ecclesial form 

as a community of the elect living among a larger, often threatening, community of the 

unregenerate applies directly to his understanding of the Church in his own day. 

In 1657, Daniel Cawdrey, a Presbyterian, published a tract entitled Independencie 

a Great Schism.  Owen responded directly in A Review of the True Nature of Schism, in 

which he controverts Cawdrey’s claims one by one, and indirectly in Of Schisme The 

True Nature of it Discovered and Considered, where he elaborates a positive description 
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of schism in such a way as to absolve Independents of the charge.  As part of his positive 

claim, Owen explicates the uses of the word “church” in Scripture.  Just as Hobbes had 

done in Leviathan, Owen finds three distinct usages of the word.24  Predictably, they 

contrast sharply with Hobbes’s, and their differences underscore the wider differences in 

their respective ecclesiologies.  Indeed, these definitions might justifiably be regarded as 

containing the seeds of the major features of his ecclesiology.  Owen writes: 

The Church of Christ living in this world…is taken in Scripture three 
ways:—  

1. For the mystical body of Christ, his elect, redeemed, justified, and 
sanctified ones throughout the world; commonly called the Church 
catholic militant. 

2. For the universality of men throughout the world called by the 
preaching of the word, visibly professing and yielding obedience to the 
gospel; called by some the Church catholic visible. 

3. For a particular church of some place, wherein the instituted 
worship of God in Christ is celebrated according to his mind. 

From the rise and nature of the things themselves doth this distinction 
of the signification of the word “church” arise: for whereas the Church is a 
society of men called out of the world, it is evident there is mention of a 
twofold call in Scripture:—one effectual, according to the purpose of God, 
Rom. Viii.28; the other only external.  The Church must be distinguished 
according to its answer and obedience to these calls, which gives us the 
first two states and considerations of it. (Owen’s Works 13: 124-25) 

 
With the language of “calling,” Owen, like Hobbes, is obliquely referring to the 

etymology of “church”.  In Theologoumena Pantodapa, he inevitably uses ecclesia, 

which, as I noted above, comes from the Greek for “to call out.”  Where Hobbes’s church 

consists of citizens “called out” of their homes to the forum by the magistrate, Owen’s 

consists of the elect “called out of the world” by God’s external and effectual callings.  

As such, the Church and the state are not for Owen coterminous manifestations of the 

same commonwealth; instead, the Church is by definition the portion of the elect who 

have been “called out” of the larger populace.  Thus the “body spiritual” of the Church is 
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for Owen necessarily smaller in number than the “body politic” from which it has been 

called out. 

There are two major distinctions at work in this passage.  The first is between the 

“catholic” and “particular” church.  The “catholic” church is the sum total of everyone 

who has responded to God’s call, regardless of whether that call is effectual or merely 

external.  The “particular” church, in contrast, is a single, localized manifestation of the 

“catholic” church; Owen will often refer to a particular church as a congregation, 

assembly, or gathered church.  The second distinction is between the “church catholic 

militant” and the “church catholic visible.”  The “church catholic militant” is composed 

of those whose calling is effectual; the “church catholic visible” of those whose calling is 

external only.  I discuss the significance of this distinction later on.  In interests of 

maintaining both precision and at least some brevity in the ensuing discussion, I use the 

word “church” for the Church catholic taken as a whole; I will use the terms “particular 

church” (or the synonyms used by Owen), “visible church” and “militant church” only 

when necessary. 

Owen’s definition of the militant church forms an indispensible part of his 

ecclesiology.  As the “mystical body” of Christ, the militant church is composed of “the 

elect, redeemed, justified, sanctified ones…and these only” (Owen’s Works 13: 126).  

Here the distinction between the external and effectual calling comes into play.  God calls 

people to himself externally through the preaching of the word.  Such a calling is 

primarily intellectual, persuading the hearer to believe.  Those who respond to the 

preaching of the word by belief become “professors,” people who openly adhere to the 

Christian religion.  If their profession is supported by obedience to the covenant 
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expressed by fulfillment of duty and avoidance of sin, these professors can be admitted as 

members of the visible church.  The effectual calling, on the other hand, as its name 

suggests, is infallible.  Those whom God effectually calls are the elect, the members of 

the militant church.  Election can be known in a manner analogous to ectypal theology.  

As humans cannot know God as he is in himself, but only through his self-revelation, so 

they cannot infallibly know God’s decree regarding their election except through the 

signs left by its effectual working on their soul: “Men elected, redeemed, justified, as 

such, are not visible, for that which makes them so is not” (Owen’s Works 13: 128).  

Because election is only the starting point, to be followed (in this life) by redemption, 

justification, and sanctification, the elect can discern signs of their election by meditating 

on God’s work as he carries out the process of salvation in their lives.  Discovering acts 

of special Providence on one’s behalf certainly constitutes good evidence that one might 

be a member of the militant church.  But since ultimate knowledge of a person’s election 

is found in God alone, the visible church and the militant church can never be said to 

have precisely the same membership: although “all that truly believe profess…all that 

profess do not truly believe” (13: 125).  As a result, Owen could not regard the Church of 

England (whose members, according to the earlier Acts of Uniformity, were the 

population, presumably including those who never make a formal profession of faith25) as 

a church in any sense of the word.  At best, if it were to restrict membership to those who 

made genuine professions of faith, the Church of England (along with all other particular 

churches) would be part of the visible church, not the militant church.  

The identification of the militant church with Christ’s mystical body has far-

reaching implications for Owen’s ecclesiology.  The metaphor of the body, again, recalls 
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Hobbes’s radically different use of the same metaphor, with the commonwealth being the 

“body politic” of all its citizens, with the sovereign as the head.  In contrast, Owen cites 

the Bible and commentators from Augustine to Bellarmine to describe the Church as the 

body of Christ, of which Christ is both the “governing” and the “natural” head (13: 127-

28).  Each Christian is a “member” of the body; the many members taken together form 

the Church, Christ’s body of which he is the head.  Several things follow from the 

metaphor.  First, if Christ is the head of the Church, then no civil authority can be.  

Second, if election (in all its stages) constitutes the criteria for church membership, then 

no civil authority has the power to determine membership, because God alone knows his 

elect.  Furthermore, because Christ is the head of the Church militant, its members 

participate in mystical union with him and therefore with each other: “The original union 

of the members is in and with the head; and by the same they have union with themselves 

as one body” (13: 129).  Consequently, theological differences, even differences in 

ecclesiology, have no bearing on church unity.  Elect Independents are mystically united 

with elect Presbyterians and elect Anglicans, and difference does not necessarily imply 

schism.  So long as members of the various particular churches have the Holy Spirit and 

practice love for each other, the militant church remains united (13: 131-32).26 

The union of the visible church is a different matter.  For Owen, the only criteria 

for membership in the visible church is 

[t]he belief and profession of all the necessary saving truths of the gospel, 
without the manifestation of an internal principle of the mind inconsistent 
with the belief of them, or adding of other things in profession that are 
destructive to the truths so professed…Where this is found in any man, or 
number of men, though otherwise accompanied with many failings, sins, 
and errors, the unity of the faith is by him or them so far preserved as that 
they are thereby rendered members of the visible church of Christ, and are 
by him so esteemed. (13: 147) 
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The visible church, then, cannot be said to be composed of any one denomination, or 

even of all the particular churches in the world.  While Owen frames his argument in 

terms of opposition to the Roman church, denying that the unity of the visible church is 

determined by authority of the Pope, it clearly refers to his contemporary situation in 

England.  He offers the example of Huseinus, a resident of tenth-century Bagdad reputed 

to have been martyred for his Christianity.  Since Bagdad was a relatively new city built 

by the Saracens, Owen reasons that Huseinus was probably the only Christian in Bagdad 

and could not have been a member of a particular church.  And yet, as one who died for 

the profession of his faith in Christ, Huseinus should “be reckoned as a subject of Christ’s 

visible kingdom, a member of the Church in the world” (13: 148).  But if Huseinus is a 

member of the visible church without being under papal authority (as Owen snidely 

remarks, Huseinus could not have even known of the Pope since he was “instructed only 

by reading of the Scriptures” (13: 147)), then the papacy is extraneous to church unity.  

The implication is that any hierarchy of church officials with authority over more than 

one gathered church is similarly extraneous (13: 140).  

If profession of the gospel constitutes the sole “formal reason and cause of any 

person’s relation to the Church visible…whether he belong to any particular church or 

no” (Owen’s Works 13: 152), then membership in the Church of England or liturgical 

uniformity has no real bearing on the actual unity of the visible church in England.  

Rather, any professor, regardless of which particular church, if any, he or she belongs to, 

is united to the entirety of the Church catholic visible.  Moreover, Owen explicitly denies 

that the visible church can be described as a “political body” (13: 151).27  This exception, 
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Owen clarifies, does not here refer to Hobbes’s conflation of civil and ecclesiastical 

authority, which he regards as an uncritical power-grab: 

I am not dealing with the men of that lazy persuasion, that church affairs 
are to be ordered by the prudence of our civil superiors and governors; and 
so seeking to justify a non-submission to any of their constitutions in the 
things of this nature, or to evidence that the so doing is schism… (13: 
140). 
 

Considering that Owen wrote this two years before the Restoration, his words might be 

regarded as prophetic; certainly they indicate his keen apprehension that making a 

proscribed theological argument could eventually be regarded as “non-submission” to the 

civil sovereign.  Rather, than attacking Hobbes’s position, Owen continues, he is arguing 

against principled theological arguments with similar outcomes.  Therefore, his main 

concern at this stage is with the notion that the Church of England operates as a political 

organization analogous to a nation, with its own laws and authority structures.  The 

problem, for Owen, is that a political body requires “visible governors and rulers…of the 

whole,” which runs contrary to his understanding that “Christ is the head of every 

particular church, its lawgiver and ruler” (13: 152).  While each particular church has its 

ministers and elders, they are ordained by Christ, and their authority only extends to their 

local congregation. 

This restriction of ecclesial authority comes from Owen’s definition of a 

particular church as “a society of men called by the word to the obedience of the faith in 

Christ, and joint performance of the worship of God” (13: 174).  He takes the example of 

the Churches found in the New Testament as authoritative and normative: he is “pleading 

for” the original “state of a particular instituted church” (13: 175).  A singularly 

important feature of the first churches was their local, congregational nature.  Trying to 
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show general agreement of this point, Owen cites the Jus Divinum Ministerii Evangelici 

Anglicani, published by the Presbyterian Provincial Assembly of London in 1654 as 

asserting that the original particular churches were “congregational, not diocesan.”  He 

also quotes Henry Hammond, the prominent defender of episcopacy, to the effect that the 

early “particular church [had] one bishop, which had the rule of it…and distinct churches, 

upon the growth of the number of believers, were erected in several places of the 

vicinage” (13: 174-75).  Of course, Owen parts ways with Hammond in regarding this 

loose association of particular churches unencumbered by an authoritative episcopal 

hierarchy as prescriptive for churches of their own time.  The implications of Owen’s 

understanding of the particular churches of the New Testament are profoundly radical in 

terms of the seventeenth-century debates about ecclesiology.  Such churches were 

instituted by the authority of Jesus Christ, owned and approved by him; 
[the] officers for them were of his appointment, and furnished with gifts 
from him for the execution of their employment; [the] rules, cautions, and 
instructions for the due settlement of the Churches were given by him; 
[and] those churches were made the only seat of that worship which in 
particular he expressed his will to have continued until he came… (13: 
177) 
 

This description of a church, considered as normative after apostolic times, undoes 

episcopacy.  For one, if Christ has immediate authority to appoint church officers in 

particular churches, then the king or his agents do not.  Indeed, Owen claims that the 

power accorded to the bishops of the Church of England by the sovereign was purely 

civil power, and that the spiritual authority they received from Christ applied only to their 

local congregations.28  At most, he leaves room for loose associations of particular 

churches in advisory roles (13: 180), but certainly not for councils whose decisions are 

binding upon every particular congregation.  As a result, the same follows for the rules 
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and worship of particular churches; elsewhere, Owen denounces the imposition of the 

Book of Common Prayer on similar grounds.29  If no person or body has divinely 

instituted authority to issue binding commands to particular churches, then the 

prescription of liturgy is strictly illegitimate. 

As I have said, Owen had published this defense of the Independent church polity 

in 1657, just over two years before the Restoration of Charles II and four years before 

Parliament passed the Act of Uniformity.  Those years certainly did not cause him to 

retract or even significantly to revise his views.  He continued to engage in negotiations 

and public controversies on behalf of Independency.  His publications on the issue 

continued well into the 1680s, and he clung tenaciously to a definition of the Church as a 

society of the elect who have been efficaciously called out of the world into union with 

Christ and communion with each other.  More importantly, in terms of the present 

argument, Owen’s notion that the only worthwhile pattern or original of the Church is to 

be found in Scripture informs Hutchinson’s view of the Church in Order and Disorder.  

Owen writes that “churches…are of a divine original, and have the warrant of divine 

authority.  The whole Scripture is an account of God’s institution of churches, and of his 

dealing with them” (Owen’s Works 15: 228).  The next section takes this statement as its 

starting point as it attempts to show how Hutchinson’s meditations on Genesis draw 

profoundly on an Independent ecclesiology similar to Owen’s.  Her situation as a 

Restoration Independent lends a certain timely urgency to her meditations as she narrates 

the story of the Holy Seed as a persecuted minority that finds confirmation of its election 

by seeing special Providence at work in the apparent chaos surrounding it. 
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Providence and Ecclesiology in Order and Disorder 
 

I begin my reading of Cantos 6—20 by recalling Hutchinson’s emblem of the 

daily-reiterated contest between light and darkness from Order and Disorder’s first 

canto.  God had created light, but “soon envious Night” took ascendency until the next 

morning “did her shadows chase / With restored beauty and triumphant force.”  

Hutchinson reads this perpetual cycle as “[a]n emblem of that everlasting feud / ‘Twixt 

sons of light and darkness still pursued” (I.316-24).  Although I have discussed one level 

of its significance, this argument has progressed to the point that another, equally 

important layer of meaning can now be appreciated.   I earlier interpreted this emblem as 

part of Hutchinson’s identification of light with theological truth in support of her 

argument that Creation has an intelligible formal cause, which permits believers to infer 

God, the First Cause, from the properties and actions of second causes.  In the latter, 

unpublished cantos, as Hutchinson moves away from narrating and dilating the Creation 

and the Fall, she begins to relate the story of human actions on the stage of a fallen world.  

Accordingly, the matter of her poem shifts from Creation to Providence, and as it does so, 

the full significance of the emblem of light and darkness begins to emerge.  In one sense, 

the unpublished cantos can be accurately described as the opening chapters in the story of 

the feud between the “sons of light” and the “sons of darkness,” in which Hutchinson 

sees herself as taking part. 

As she relates the events in Genesis, she reveals an ecclesiology similar to 

Owen’s: the “sons of light” are members of the militant catholic church, or the “Holy 

State,” the minority of the elect whom God has called out from the world.  Like Owen, 

Hutchinson places the first church in the family of Adam, and tells its story as a cycle of 



252 
 

covenant, obedience, apostasy, and reformation.  By following John Calvin’s epistemic 

distinction between general and special Providence, Hutchinson argues that the 

meditative recognition of God’s providential working can be a sign of election and thus 

of membership in the militant church.  A church, when considered on Owen’s terms as a 

human society dedicated to the obedient worship of God, can be recognized by internal as 

well as external characteristics.  In what must have been a chastening exercise after the 

initial success of the Republic, Hutchinson now claims that political power and material 

success are not necessarily markers of a true church; obedient, grateful awareness of 

God’s faithful fulfillment of his covenant promises through Providence proves to be a 

much more accurate sign.  Moreover, periods of darkness are to be expected for the “sons 

of light” as the “envious Night” mounts its persistent attacks: the experience oppressive 

and dark times can be read as acts of Providence and signs of participation in the Church.  

If these things are so, then awareness of Providence proves reassuring for Hutchinson and 

other Independents during their legal exclusion from the Church of England as seditious 

conventiclers. 

In Chapter Eight, I offer readings of four important moments from the 

unpublished cantos, each of which contributes to the development of Hutchinson’s 

ecclesiology.  In the story of Cain and Abel, Hutchinson defines the Holy State as the 

militant church, the company of the elect who obey the provisions of the covenant and 

trust in its divine author.  Later, Hutchinson uses the story of Hagar to distinguish 

between general and special Providence, acknowledging that God cares for all people, 

whatever their stance towards the covenant, but insisting that he cares for the Church in a 

special way that can be recognized by its members.  In the story of Isaac and Rebekah, 
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she points to meditation as the means by which the Church distinguishes special 

Providence at work.  Finally, Hutchinson uses the story of Isaac and Abimelech as an 

allegory to teach the Independent church to suffer its unjust situation peacefully, to 

acknowledge special Providence as it directs the evils of their situation to a good end, and 

to hope that God will eventually bring them to a better place.
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 

The Holy State as the Church: Hutchinson’s Ecclesiology 
 
 

The continuation of the 1679 publication of Order and Disorder opens with the 

first of several images representing the interplay of light and darkness.  As many of its 

successors, this image occurs at a sensitive moment in the life of the Church, when Adam 

and Eve were its sole members.  Here, the poet recalls the recent events of the Fall and 

God’s judgment from Cantos 4 and 5 in language that might recall her own situation as a 

widow whose church and cause have been excluded from the public life.  The image 

itself applies the back-and-forth between light and darkness to the cycle of human sin and 

divine grace: 

When midnight is the blackest, day then breaks; 
But then the infant dawning’s pleasant streaks, 
Charging through night’s host, seem again put out 
In the tumultuous flying shadow’s rout, 
Often pierced through with the encroaching light 
While shades and it maintain a doubtful fight. 
Such was Man’s fallen state when, at the worst, 
Like day appeared the blessèd promise first. (6.1-8) 
 

The first sin had brought the worst of all nights, but the “blessèd promise” (often, as here, 

a term synonymous with the covenant of grace) brought Adam and Eve a new morning.  

The cycle reiterates itself: after the gracious new day, a new night came, their 

“expulsion” and “sad exile” from Eden (1.13-14).  Again, God soon saw “their woeful 

state” and “renewed” their “consolation” in the birth of Cain.  Thus Hutchinson has set 

the scene for the overarching dynamic of the unpublished cantos, the movement of the 

elect between sin and grace, corruption and renewal, despair and hope. 
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In this chapter, I argue that Hutchinson uses Order and Disorder’s final fifteen 

cantos to engage with the contemporary ecclesiological debates that I examined in the 

previous chapter.  She does so by describing the Holy State as part of the universal 

militant church belonging to the covenant of grace.  Because Hutchinson’s Independent 

ecclesiology defines the Church as the small number of the elect who have been “called 

out” from the larger, persecutory World, the difficulties faced by the Holy State are not 

only natural, they are evidence that the Holy State is in fact the Church.  Especially when 

members of the Holy State recognize special Providence as God cares for them in the 

midst of trials, they receive a comforting reminder of their participation in the covenant 

of grace.  Hutchinson’s argument, I suggest, is that she and other Independents facing the 

persecution of the Clarendon Code can likewise find reminders of their election as they 

meditate on special Providence.  

 
Cain, Abel, and Seth: Apostasy and the First Church 

 
The image of light and its initial application to Adam and Eve is followed by 

Hutchinson’s narration of the exceedingly delicate moment in the history of Eve’s seed, 

when Cain appears to have extinguished the seed, and with it the Church, with the 

fratricide of Abel.1  Just as the revelation of the covenant of grace prevents the Fall from 

working the evils it first threatened, so God’s Providence for the Church overcomes even 

its apparent death along with Abel.  Hutchinson, however, recognizes that appearances 

can deceive in more than one way.  The appearance of good, when presumptuously mis-

interpreted, can deceive just as easily as the appearance of evil.  Her narration of the 

naming of Cain stands as a monitory example, dissuading her readers from hastily or 

incautiously drawing conclusions of providential blessing.  If noted by her readers, the 
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incident, the first in the continuation, provides a significant lesson in reading, whether the 

text be Genesis, the providential events of life, or Order and Disorder itself.  Hasty 

reading without a patient, meditative focus on God and his promises tends toward error, 

and the full meaning of many events can only be recognized in hindsight.  Just as 

importantly, Hutchinson connects the providential action evident in the sequence of 

Abel’s death and Seth’s birth with the founding of the militant church as understood in 

Independent ecclesiology.  

Miller reads this pivotal story as an important part of Hutchinson’s rejection of 

contemporary patriarchal theory, used by supporters of the monarchy to derive the 

original of kingly authority from the dominion God gave Adam.  For Miller, Canto 6 

identifies Eve as “the genetrix of all male figures,” insisting that “Adam’s position as a 

father requires the body of a mother to make him such.”  The body of Eve is “the 

productive site of the story,” and Hutchinson implicitly denies Adam’s agency in the 

reproductive process by emphasizing God’s, as Eve’s pregnancy is “described in relation 

to God’s power, not Adam’s.”2  Furthermore, Eve asserts dominion over her children by 

naming them, with the result that there is “a parallel parental authority granted to Adam 

and Eve.”  These things together, Miller argues, form Hutchinson’s “explicit, and 

sustained, refutation of the tenets of patriarchal theory” (“Hutchinson’s Response 361-

64).  Certainly Hutchinson was no lover of monarchy, but she gives the naming of Cain a 

central place in her explication of the ecclesiology that undergirds the final fifteen cantos 

of Order and Disorder.  Consequently, Canto 6 introduces crucial theological concepts 

that resonate through the remainder of the biblical epic, features that do not feature in 

Miller’s politicized argument.  As I shall show, Hutchinson uses the canto to define the 
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Church in relationship to Providence.  While she does broach the question of political 

authority late in the canto, she does so otherwise than Miller claims, attributing the power 

of the “civil leagues” made by Cain’s to “Hell’s oft-defeated Monarch” (6.391), thus 

construing the source of civil authority in spiritual rather than contractual terms. 

Hutchinson’s dilation of Eve’s naming of Cain serves as an admonition for her 

readers.  This admonition plays a central role in the narration of that fratricide which first 

instantiates the struggle between the sons of light and the sons of darkness.  The Genesis 

account of the birth of Cain is brief: “Afterward ye man knewe Heuah his wife, which 

conceiued and bare Kain, and said, I haue obteined a man by the Lord” (Genesis 4:1).  

Hutchinson’s meditations on the text reveal her purposes.  When Cain is born, Eve recalls 

God’s promise that Satan’s head would be crushed by her seed.  She quickly jumps to 

mistaken conclusions after giving birth: 

Then brought she forth, and Cain she called [Adam’s] son, 
‘For God’, said she, ‘gives us possession’… 
When Cain was born, exultingly she thought 
She had into the world her champion brought… (6.25-26; 33-34) 
 

Norbrook’s footnote indicates that the name “Cain” comes from the Hebrew for “got, 

obtained.” Hutchinson thus construes Eve’s reaction as triumphant and hopeful: she is 

convinced that by giving birth to Cain she has “got, obtained” the promised victory over 

Satan.  Not only is this reading extraneous to both the Genesis account and Owen’s 

comment on it,3 it runs directly counter to the Geneva Bible’s gloss, which makes Eve 

altogether more humble: “shee would offer [Cain] to the Lord as the first fruits of her 

birth.”  Clearly Hutchinson has an important point to make.   

Miller suggests that Hutchinson is attempting to counter contemporary 

patriarchalists who grounded monarchical authority in paternal dominion supposedly 
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given by God to Adam.  By naming Cain, Miller claims, “Eve asserts possession over her 

and Adam’s ‘fruit’,” thus denying patriarchal theory’s fundamental assertion that Adam 

had possession over his children (363).  The following lines, however, do not support 

Miller’s reading, as they clearly indicate that Eve is claiming “possession” of the 

promised holy seed (“her champion”), rather than possession of her children.4  

Hutchinson’s point becomes clear when she explicitly reproves Eve’s hermeneutical 

presumption: 

But from the error of that fond conceit 
She learned that such as live on faith must wait 
To have the promises whereon they stay 
Performed alone in God’s own time and way. (6.35-38) 
 

Even if Eve were claiming possession of the child rather than celebrating the supposed 

birth of the promised seed, Hutchinson still regards her claim as unwise.  Eve’s problem, 

Hutchinson continues, is that God’s revelation to that point in time had come through 

types, words and events that prefigure Christ.  Types, one might say, are quiescent signs 

with whose full signification is triggered by the Incarnation.  Eve can apprehend, but not 

comprehend, the revelation, nor could she imagine the “mystery” that God would “into 

human nature come” to undo the “curse…fixed in all [Adam’s] seed.”  She needs to await 

“the full time” for the revelation of Christ (6.39-52).  Eve’s initial interpretation of Cain’s 

birth could not have been more mistaken: the very son she had supposed to be the 

promised seed turns out to be “the first impious criminal” (6.255), the first of the sons of 

darkness to stir up trouble against the sons of light.  In fact, as I show later, Hutchinson’s 

narration of Cain’s subsequent actions indicates that ecclesiology, not political 

patriarchalism, is at stake.  Miller sees Hutchinson as making arguments for maternal 

dominion similar to those offered by Hobbes in De Cive as she “politicizes her 
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representation of biblical families in light of debates within seventeenth-century political 

theory” (366).  I contend, however, that Hutchinson’s Independent ecclesiology reveals a 

different set of concerns: Hutchinson represents biblical families in terms of 

contemporary ecclesiological debates, with Adam and Eve’s descendents through Seth 

representing the Church. 

The interpretive lesson Hutchinson wishes to convey through Cain regards church 

membership, and is substantially indebted to Owen’s ecclesiology.  The lesson is this: 

circumstantial appearances are unreliable indicators of someone else’s membership in the 

Church.  Accidents such as birth, material wealth, or political power are irrelevant to the 

internal state of election.  The passage of time might reveal a person’s reprobation as he 

or she obviously rebels against God and rejects his covenant, but things such as exile, 

poverty, and oppression do not necessarily indicate that the elect have lost God’s favor.  

On the contrary, given the right circumstances, such difficulties can legitimately be 

interpreted as confirming election, since the sons of light must suffer the attacks of the 

sons of darkness. 

In Theologoumena Pantodapa, Owen calls Cain as “hypocritarum primus...et 

τὐπος” ‘the first and type (τὐπος) of the hypocrites’ and describes his sin as apostasy 

(Owen’s Works 17: 144).  Cain’s first sin is “infidelitate” ‘faithlessness’ sacrificing the 

first fruits of his harvest to God.  Owen claims that the sacrificial system was divinely 

instituted: “Cultus externi seu cæremonialis, et beneplaciti divini, exemplar in 

sacrificiorum institutione firmatum est” ‘The exemplar of external or ceremonial 

worship, and of God’s gracious purpose [for it], was established by the institution of the 

sacrifices’ (Owen’s Works 17: 143).  Consequently, Cain’s failure in sacrifice constitutes 
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a rejection of the covenant, and Owen supports his point by citing a host of biblical texts 

and commentaries.  By killing Abel, Cain places himself in opposition to the entirety of 

the covenant: “Ita in totum fœdus divinum, et partes ejus singulas peccator exstitit et 

rebellis.” ‘Thus against the entire divine covenant and all its individual parts, he stood as 

a sinner and a rebel’ (Owen’s Works 17: 144). 

 Owen interprets Cain’s exile as excommunication for turning against the 

Church’s members, its law, and its God.  Consequently, Cain “Agnoscit ideo se a 

communione sanctorum, et præsentia Dei in cultu solenni exclusum.”5 ‘He therefore 

recognized that he was excluded from the communion of the saints and the presence of 

God in ceremonial worship’ (Owen’s Works 17: 147).   When Cain was excommunicated, 

Owen claims, he brought many followers, who founded a city and lived outside of the 

covenant, so that the Church was now clearly distinguished from the world.  Owen grants 

Cain’s actions an important place in his ecclesiology, because they led to the first 

formation of a gathered church 

Progressa itaque hypocrisis, ab infidelitate adversus Deum, ad sanctorum 
persecutionem, occasionem reformationis ecclesiæ, etiam et necessitatem 
intulit; cujus in ejectione et maledictione Caini primum habemus divinitus 
constitutum specimen et exemplar 
 
‘Thus having progressed from faithfulness against God towards 
persecution of the saints, hypocrisy caused the opportunity and even the 
necessity for the reformation of the Church; of which we have the first 
divinely ordained model and exemplar in the exile and punishment of 
Cain.’ (Owen’s Works 17: 147) 

 
Thus Owen combines his definition of the Church as the elect with his notion of faithful 

obedience to the covenant as he interprets the slaying of Abel.  Rejection of the covenant 

both merits and culminates in excommunication from the militant church.  Implicit also is 

Owen’s understanding of the Church as people “called out” of the world and therefore 
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distinct; this distinction becomes clearer as the world’s population grows.  Furthermore, 

by reading Cain as the prototypical reprobate, Owen suggests that the true church will 

inevitably receive persecution from Cain’s descendents. 

Hutchinson’s narration of Cain’s fratricide and Abel’s death similarly places the 

incident into an ecclesiological context, particularly in terms of Cain’s punishment.  As 

part of Adam’s believing family, Cain begins life as a member of the Church.  Here, 

Hutchinson follows the Reformed position, clearly expressed in the Westminster 

Confession, that the children of the elect are born into the covenant, where they remain 

until they consciously choose to leave it.6  With the passage of time, Cain’s actions 

demonstrate that he does not value his participation in the covenant.  Like Owen’s primal 

hypocrite, Hutchinson’s Cain adheres to the forms of public worship without genuine 

belief.  Where Cain lays “pompous hecatombs” “in a formal way / With ostentation on 

[God’s] altars,” Abel makes his sacrifice with “steadfast faith and self-denying mind.” 

Consequently, God rejects Cain’s offering, but accepts Abel’s (6.72-86).  Cain 

succumbs to envy, and God warns him against doing further evil.  Since the warning 

contains a promise for obedience and a threat of punishment for disobedience, it can be 

regarded as a covenant on Owen’s definition; it is certainly an application of the original 

covenant to Cain’s specific situation: 

If thou dost well, shall not regard be had 
To thy good deeds, to give them recompense? 
If thou dost ill, the guilt of thy offense 
As a tormentor at thy door shall wait 
And ever shall perplex thy future state. (6.112-16) 
 

Cain’s rejection of this warning when he kills Abel thus entails a rejection of this 

particular iteration of the covenant.  At no point does Cain, either in Genesis or in Order 
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and Disorder, manifest any signs of remorse or repentance for any of his sins.  

Hutchinson’s description of the punishment God inflicts on Cain highlights, nearly to the 

point of redundancy, her acceptance of Owen’s reading.  Cain is excommunicated: 

No more allowed unto the Lord to bring 
With bloody hands his loathèd offering; 
No more with pure Saints to associate, 
Their sacred mysteries to communicate; 
No more to come before th’Almighty’s face, 
That is, into his favour and his grace… (6.258-62) 
 

He is cut off from all communion with saints and God alike.  Thus Hutchinson places 

him outside the covenant providing the means by which he can fulfill his chief end by 

communing with God.  Hutchinson contrasts Cain’s excommunication against Adam’s 

banishment from Eden, finding that the repentant Adam has hope for present and future 

communion with God, while unrepentant Cain does not:  

A pilgrim [Adam] on earth became; but yet 
With God he was a sojourner in it, 
Allowed its low refreshment as he passed 
And a most glorious home to fix at last. 
Thus, to God’s blessèd favour reconciled, 
He rather was removèd than exiled. 
But Cain a wretched vagabond did roam; 
He had no quiet inn, nor blessèd home, 
 But by God’s severe sentence driven out… 
Cain had no proper station nor no rest, 
Neither in Earth nor Heaven had interest.7 (6.311-19; 27-28) 
 

The comparison serves as a type of the Church and the world, the elect and the reprobate.  

To establish more clearly that she understands Adam’s family as the first church, with 

membership determined by covenantal obedience, Hutchinson describes “the formal 

hypocrite” who is winnowed from “the Church” for having been “found too light / God’s 

strict and various siftings found too light.”  Lest her readers miss the point, she explicitly 

states, “Such was poor Cain” (6.329-49). 
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So now, when Hutchinson first mentions of the “Worldly State,” the term can be 

appreciated in the context of its theological and ecclesiological background.  The term 

should not be understood as a discrete form of civil power, a polis, monarchy or nation.  

Rather, the Worldly State is the condition of existence in which they live who have 

rejected God’s offer of communion through the covenant.  It is a state of being rather 

than a political state:8 

Deplorable and horrid is the state 
Of such a cursed excommunicate. 
    Such was poor Cain, who in the land of Nod 
Yet found a wife who left for him her God. 
Both founders of the Worldly State became… (6.347-51, emphasis added) 
 

By their decision to leave God, Cain and his unnamed wife are the first unrepentantly to 

abandon a state of obedience in order to enter a state of rebellion.  Although they found 

the first city, Enochia, the reasoning that Hutchinson imaginatively imputes to Cain 

(Genesis does not mention his though processes) characterizes the city as a signifier of 

the spiritual state of its inhabitants rather than as the administrative center of a political 

state: 

[Cain] probably in his contemptuous pride 
Might say, ‘Here shall the fugitive abide. 
The favoured saints with whom we must not mix 
May heaven ascend, here we on earth will fix. 
Let them a trade of contemplation drive, 
While we conveniencies for life contrive.’ (6.359-64) 
 

Thus he founds Enochia as a negation, in open, conscious opposition of the condition of 

the obedient church which he has just left.  Enochia has no positive identity of its own, no 

clear purpose or raison d’être apart from assuming a position contrary to that of the 

saints.  Cain’s words demonstrate that he has developed a pragmatically material 

ontology, fixed “on earth,” which impels him to commodify contemplation (or 
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meditation), the “trade” which identifies the Church.9  It its place, Cain installs “art” as 

the vain attempt to “contrive” “conveniencies” to permit the semblance of flourishing 

“where God’s grace crowns not all” (6.374).  The project failed: “Though Cain got sons 

and did a city build, / These no relief to his sad soul could yield” (6.401-02).  The 

continuing descriptions of Enochia associate it strongly with the “new modes of sin” 

which its inhabitants devised: “lustful bigamy,” “impudence,” “murder,” the tendency to 

“boast,”  “Lust and Revenge” (6.384-90). 

Although Norbrook describes Enochia as “the first city, the capital of the Worldly 

State” (Order and Disorder xxxviii), Hutchinson offers no indication that the state should 

be regarded as the sort of quasi-national state which would either possess or be ruled by a 

capital city.  It has neither king nor council nor parliament.  On the contrary, it suffers 

under direct satanic rule: 

    Hell’s oft-defeated Monarch once again 
In spite of God attempted here to reign, 
Nor difficultly did admission find. 
They to his scepter all their power resigned, 
But with harsh tyranny he them repaid… (6.391-95) 
 

Later on, the citizens of the Worldly State will join “in civil leagues” (6.451) and take 

human rulers, and Norbrook correctly notes Hutchinson’s tendency to associate royal 

power with the Worldly State (Order and Disorder xxxvi-xxxviii).  Even then, though, 

those rulers are merely “the bright slaves of Satan’s empire” (6.413), excluded from (and 

indeed not even seeking) communion with God.  The citizens of the Worldly State, 

whether or not they are Satan’s puppets (xxxvi), are characterized by hate and defined 

precisely as “those / Who God, the fountain of all love, oppose” (6.421-22).  In other 
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words, they are distinguished not by adherence to any human covenant, but rather by 

their resistance to the divine covenant of grace. 

In contrast, Hutchinson explicitly describes the Holy State as the Church, whose 

members participate in God’s covenant and are characterized by faithful, meditative 

obedience and public worship.   Moreover, because Cain began a cycle of persecution 

when he killed Abel (and thus, apparently, the holy seed), Hutchinson attributes the Holy 

State’s very existence and continuance to God’s providential care. 

Eve was not alone in her mistaken identification of the holy seed.  Satan also got 

it wrong,10 and “thought exultingly when Abel died / The holy seed extinguished by his 

death” (6.423-24).  Because the words of the first articulation of the covenant of grace 

certainly imply that one of Eve’s physical descendents will defeat Satan, Satan’s 

assumption reasonably infers a mistaken conclusion from the available data.  By placing 

her description of the founding of the Holy State as an implicit rebuke to the 

misinterpretation of two finite, fallen beings, Hutchinson reinforces her insistence that 

statements concerning the nature of the Church must be rooted in careful meditation on 

God’s word and works.  In a densely allusive passage, Hutchinson narrates the founding 

of the Church.  Despite appearances, Abel’s death did not extinguish the holy seed:  

 … God revived it in succeeding Seth, 
Born after Cain was excommunicate 
To be the founder of the Holy State. 
The holy seed still with advantage dies 
That in it new and glorious form might rise. 
So still th’Almighty draws life from the tomb: 
Thus did the first light out of darkness come. 
As single grains spring up in ears of corn, 
So in one martyr’s bed a church is born. (6.426-34) 
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The fact that Hutchinson places the founding of the Holy State after the initial giving of 

the covenant is significant, because only after Cain’s apostasy can the members of the 

Church be called out of the world.  Owen observes that the Church could accurately be 

called “absolute catholica” ‘completely catholic’ only before Cain left it (Owen’s Works 

17: 144), because only then was every single human a member.  The implication is that 

the distinction between the militant and visible church, which assumes that some people 

possess the appearance but not the reality of election, becomes operant only after Cain.  If 

the militant catholic church begins as that portion of humanity which remains faithful to 

the covenant, then there can never be a particular church coextensive with a national 

population.  Thus Hutchinson implicitly engages Hobbes: although he inconsistently 

identifies both Abraham and Moses as the founder of the Kingdom of God on earth by 

contract, either identification consistently tends to legitimize a national church ruled by 

the civil sovereign.11  In contrast, by placing the foundation of the Church after Cain’s 

apostasy, Hutchinson claims that the Church is always only a part of humanity. 

Related to the understanding of the Church as a small group called out from the 

world is the assumption that the true church will suffer violent persecution at the hands of 

the Worldly State.  Hutchinson accordingly writes Abel’s martyrdom into the founding of 

the Holy State.  She views the suffering of the elect as becoming purposive when 

providentially integrated into the divine order: the holy seed “dies,” but “with 

advantage.”  The reference to John 12:24, where Jesus says, “except the wheate corne fall 

into ye ground and die, it bideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruite,” links 

the apparent catastrophe to a foundational dynamic of God’s Providence for the people of 

the covenant.  The oppression of the Worldly State continually attempts to inflict 
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“darkness,” but God brings “light” from that darkness, of which Seth’s birth is the “first” 

instance.  Christ’s resurrection, when “th’Almighty” drew “light from the tomb” is 

another, but certainly not the last.  By alluding to Tertullian’s oft-quoted statement that 

the blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church, Hutchinson points to the enduring 

significance of the divine redemption of apparent defeat.  The Old Covenant in Abel, the 

New Covenant in Christ, the ancient church in Tertullian together offer the “consenting 

testimony [of] the whole Church,”12 to which Hutchinson now adds. 

Because Hutchinson sees in the militant church a formal unity throughout time, 

from its beginning with Seth right up to her own time, her description of its first members 

takes on a weighty importance.  Although particular similarities will differ greatly, there 

is a definite form which particular churches throughout time will instantiate.  Contrary to 

Norbrook’s assertion of her “suspicion of ecclesiastical organizations” (Order and 

Disorder xxxviii),  Hutchinson finds three basic characteristics in the first Hebrew church 

that constitute all other particular churches.   

First, the members of the militant church evince a deep internal acceptance of the 

covenant resulting in outward obedience.  Here Abel serves as an exemplary type, who 

was initially distinguished from Cain by a “steadfast faith and self-denying mind” which 

led him to bring an offering “humbly to the Lord” (6.83-86).  The next generation of the 

elect “emulated” his trust in God; unlike the Worldly State, that “pure race” did not build 

cities, “for God was their defence” (6.440-42).  Second, the members of the militant 

church engage in the duty of private devotion.  Although there are many such duties, 

meditation is chief among them.  Accordingly, the first saints spend their time meditating 

on God’s word and works; the first church 
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Left to the world terrestrial low delight 
While their more noble spirits did unite 
In the pursuit of high and heavenly things, 
Rising together on prayer’s dove-like wings… (6.454-58) 
 

Finally, the Church joins in particular congregations with the purpose of public worship.   

Bearing in mind Hutchinson’s historical context, the fact that she explicitly 

mentions opposition from the Worldly State while narrating the assembly of the first 

Church is significant, since the Conventicle Act sought to stamp out Non-conforming 

public worship.  Like Owen (Owen’s Works 17: 149-151), Hutchinson links the 

beginning of public worship to the numerical growth of both the Holy and the Worldly 

States.  While explicating Genesis 4:26 (“And to the same Sheth also there was borne a 

sonne, & he called his name Enosh.  Then began men to call upon the Name of the 

Lord”), Owen suggests that the first gathered Church was formed in response to 

persecution: 

Multitudo enim peccantium impunitatem et licentiam peccandi parit; duo 
ideo hæc verba [ie, Genesis 4:26] denotant.  Primò, segreges cœtus, ad Dei 
cultum solennem peragendum, pios constituisse.  Deinde, nomen 
suscepisse peculiare cultorum seu filiorum Dei, quo ad aliam usque 
defectionem usi sunt. 
 
‘A multitude of sinners produces impunity and license for sin. These 
words [ie, Genesis 4:36] imply two things.  First, that the pious established 
separate assemblies to complete the solemn worship of God.  Second, that 
they received the peculiar name of worshippers, or of the sons of God.’ 
(Owen’s Works 17: 150) 
 

Hutchinson follows this interpretation of the “sons of God” as she writes, 

    In Enos’ days their faculties increased, 
First publically the name of God professed, 
And while the world in civil leagues combined 
Their souls in pious exercises joined. (6.449-52) 
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These congregations, seen from the aspect of their theology, are types of the New 

Testament Church of which Hutchinson saw herself as a member.  Though their faith was 

in Christ, it was only insofar as he had been revealed darkly as the promised seed.  

However, when these congregations are seen from the aspect of their daily operations 

they are virtually identical to an Independent congregation of the 1670s: a small group of 

those who have responded to the inward, effectual call of the covenant, who perform their 

private devotions, and who join in public, corporate worship.  The existence of both 

instantiations of the militant Church outside of the World’s “civil leagues” indicate that 

that Hutchinson’s explication of the Holy State goes far beyond her Republican politics. 

Of course, Hutchinson’s description of the first church represents one specific 

moment in the history of the Church as found in Genesis, not to mention in the following 

millennia.  Even in the rest of Order and Disorder, this church will be corrupted, 

chastened, and reformed.  As its state of holiness ebbs and flows, ever changing in 

degrees of purity, its stance towards the Worldly State will alter.  At times, such as in 

Noah’s day, the two states will be nearly indistinguishable.  Nevertheless, the Holy State 

as founded by Seth serves as a clear portrait of Hutchinson’s notion of the Church.  Her 

purpose with this picture, I suggest, is at once didactic and hortatory.  On one hand, her 

particular ecclesiology, having been declared illegal, needs to be maintained and 

defended on a Scriptural basis.  On the other hand, the members of churches adhering to 

her particular ecclesiology need encouragement if they are to persevere through 

persecution.  Of course, Hutchinson never published these cantos, which is 

understandable given the nature of her claims, but that fact does not necessarily render 

the poem without an audience.   She writes in the Preface that the “meditations” 
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contained in the poem originated in her private devotions.  Hutchinson had been her own 

audience from the poem’s beginning, directing the teaching and encouragement about the 

Church towards herself.  

 
Special Providence in the Story of Hagar and Abraham 

 
Hagar’s story is in many ways depressing.  She becomes entangled in domestic 

disagreements, and her mistress treats her oppressively.  Twice she leaves the house of 

Abraham and Sarah and journeys to the desert, where she nearly dies of thirst.  Both 

times, however, her providential discovery of water mitigates her situation and provides 

her with hope and a course of action.  Wilcher sees Hutchinson’s dilation of the Genesis 

account as “an affecting romance episode” in which Hutchinson’s major concern is to use 

seventeenth-century romance theory of “discourse” to add psychological depth to her 

characters.  In this case, Hutchinson’s empathy for Hagar transforms her from a flat 

character into a suffering mother comforted by her noble son (“Paraphrase” 37).  While 

my reading of the passage does not contest Wilcher’s acknowledgment of the pathetic 

nature of Hagar’s flight, it does emphasize the important doctrinal issues broached by 

Hutchinson by considering the episode in context of her meditative approach and defense 

of Independent ecclesiology.  

In this section, I examine Hutchinson’s dilation of the two accounts of Hagar, 

found in Genesis 16 and 21:8-21, arguing that she superimposes Calvin’s epistemic 

distinction between general and special Providence onto the biblical narrative.  

Hutchinson’s employment of this distinction assumes an analogy between the formal 

structure of Creation (when considered as God’s dynamic act rather than the created 

artifact) and that of Providence.  Just as Creation produces a world that opens itself to be 
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read as signs of the Creator’s divine wisdom and goodness, so Providence orders the acts 

and events of daily life in such a way as to invite recognition of the Provider’s divine 

power and kindness, and both must be understood in context of revealed truth.  To put it 

differently, Creation (when considered as the created artifact) is the field in which 

Providence plays, and both reveal God in ways accommodated to the finite and fallen 

human intellect.  Hutchinson begins her fragmentary autobiography with one very long 

and revealing sentence summarizing her understanding of the doctrine of Providence, 

which expresses and develops this analogy: 

The Almighty Author of all beings in his various Providences, whereby he 
conducts the lives of all men from the cradle to the tomb, exercises no less 
wisdom and goodness than he manifests power and greatness in their 
creation; but such is the stupidity of blind mortals that, instead of 
employing their studies in these admirable books of Providence wherein 
God daily exhibits to us glorious characters of his love, kindness, 
goodness, wisdom and justice, they ungratefully regard them not, and call 
the most wonderful operations of the great God the common accidents of 
human life, especially if they be such as are usual, and exercised towards 
them in ages wherein they are not very capable of observation, and 
whereon they seldom employ any reflection; for in things great and 
extraordinary, some, perhaps, will take notice of God’s working who 
either forget or believe not that he takes as well a care and account of their 
smallest concernments, even the hairs of their heads. (Memoirs 3) 
 

Providence, for Hutchinson, encompasses every detail of human existence.  Nothing, not 

even individual hairs,13 lies outside of the reach of God’s care.  Crucially, this care 

applies to all people equally, whether or not they recognize its operation, so that fact of 

providential work for a person or group cannot be regarded as a sign of their position 

before God. 

However, the ubiquity of Providence in every facet of every human life does not 

imply that cognizance of and gratitude for such care is indifferent.  On the contrary, 

awareness of Providence is itself a blessing, a form of communion with God, and such 
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awareness is, in ordinary circumstances, reserved for the saints.  Such recognition often 

takes the form of retrospective meditation on past events: in fact, immediate recognition 

of special Providence is, in many cases, simply impossible.  Even then, many people fail 

to approach their memories through the lens of Providence.  After reprimanding herself 

for participation in “this general neglect,” Hutchinson attempts to rectify her failure by 

looking at “the general and particular Providences exercised to [her],” especially in the 

“entrance and progress of [her] life” (3).  The result of her meditations on the divine 

ordering of her life is recognition of “many special indulgences” and “mercies which are 

above [her] utterance [and] give her infinite cause of glorifying God’s goodness” (3).  In 

other words, Hutchinson’s meditation on the Providences afforded her finds the particular 

or special applications of general Providence.  She thus understands special Providence 

epistemically, as cognizance of her own receipt of or participation in general Providence. 

Hutchinson’s distinction between general and special Providence is very likely 

indebted to that of Calvin.  She had made a thorough study of his Institutes of the 

Christian Religion in 1667-68 (Order and Disorder xvi-xvii), either about the same time 

or slightly before she began her autobiography (xi). In the Institutes, Calvin insists that 

God’s control of the world and all its inhabitants, irrational and human, is supreme and 

exhaustive: nothing lies outside of general Providence. He also recognizes the weakness 

of human perception, which often fails to recognize God’s capable hand at work in 

seemingly chaotic situations. Calvin consequently offers special Providence as a 

concession to our epistemic limitations. The elect, subject to limited and faulty perception 

of Providence, must always acknowledge God’s benevolence towards them. While God 

has “special care for each individual creature, nevertheless [the elect] must recognize 
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above all this special care for [them]” (Calvin 450). The distinction between general and 

special Providence, then, arises from the elect’s perception of God’s dealing with them 

through special Providence, as distinct from his dealing with the world at large, including 

the reprobate, through general Providence.14 

Hutchinson uses Hagar’s story to advance this epistemic conception about general 

and special Providence.  As she does so, she argues that Providence works on behalf of 

the Worldly State, even sometimes miraculously, a situation which is consistent with her 

belief in God’s care for the “hairs” of everyone’s “heads.”  If the difference between 

general and special Providence lies in its recipients’ grateful recognition of its activity, 

other people can find it difficult to discern the one from the other.  After all, God cares 

generally for all and specially for only those who recognize it: even careful observers 

may never know if other people notice Providence in their private meditations.  

Moreover, such is God’s wisdom as he sanctifies the elect that special Providence is not 

always pleasant.  Chastisement or purification from sin may appear as signs of divine 

disapproval from the outside, but as special favor through discipline to the people 

concerned.  Consequently, Hutchinson does not consider the external appearance of 

success or failure as a reliable indicator of providential blessing: God may intend blessing 

through undesirable situations. 

Some scholars, however, use a characteristically Royalist equation of special 

Providence, which points to the stunning collapse of the Republic as a sign that God 

favored the Royalists and vindicated them against their Republican enemies, without 

recognizing Hutchinson’s interpretation.  N.H. Keeble, for example, cites a number of 

contemporary sources finding divine agency in the baffling success of the Restoration.  
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Naturally, he finds that Royalists considered themselves as the recipients of God’s 

blessings, and the Republicans as their divinely vanquished enemies (Restoration 32-35).  

Elsewhere, he refers to the “exultant Royalist beneficiaries” of special Providence, and 

seems to agree with their conception of the doctrine: “It was the Royalists’ interpretation 

of history’s providential design which the Restoration seemed to confirm” (Memoirs xx-

xxi).  Such a view fails to consider the role of Providence in the process of sanctification.  

As the Westminster Confession notes, God in his Providence often allows his saints to err 

in order that their sanctification might be furthered through his chastisement:  

The most wise, righteous, and gracious God doth oftentimes leave for a 
season his own children to manifold temptations, and the corruption of 
their own hearts, to chastise them for their former sinnes, or to discover 
unto them the hidden strength of corruption, and deceitfulnesse of their 
hearts, that they may be humbled: and, to raise them to a more close and 
constant dependence for their support upon himself, and to make them 
more watchfull against all future occasions of sin, and for sundry other 
just and holy ends… (5.5) 
 

Thus special Providence from Hutchinson’s Calvinist perspective is not restricted to 

spectacular gifts of temporal benefits.  Instead, it is distinguished by the saints’ internal 

awareness of the divine ordering of their lives with an ultimate view towards their 

sanctification and fuller obedient participation within the divine covenant. 

In Hutchinson’s dilation of Hagar’s two flights to the desert, she adds to the 

biblical account to demonstrate that general Providence can closely resemble special 

Providence: the signs can be ambiguous.  If this is so, then claims that special Providence 

has visited either triumph or disaster on various parties or sects are prone to err on two 

accounts.  First, since God providentially chastises his children for their own good, then 

special Providence may appear in the guise of “disaster.”  Second, if claims of special 

Providence are made out of spite for other parties rather than out of gratitude to God, then 
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such claims actually show a misunderstanding of Providence.  The caveat applies to 

failed Parliamentarians and triumphant Royalists, Non-conforming pastors and Church of 

England bishops alike.  If temporal blessing is not a clear sign of participation in the 

covenant and thus in the Church, then Hutchinson and her community ought to carefully 

consider the accuracy of their past excessive statements about special Providence. On the 

other hand, they ought to take comfort, since the Restoration and the subsequent 

persecution are not certain signs of divine disfavor.  The narration of Hagar’s story takes 

two distinct stages, each of which Hutchinson uses to clarify one side of the distinction 

between general and special Providence.  In the first, God provides generally for Hagar, 

but her recognition of his aid is fleeting and forgetful.  In the second, God again provides 

for Hagar, this time miraculously, but Hutchinson frames the provision as God’s special 

Providence for Abraham. 

Hagar has long been aligned with what Hutchinson calls the Worldly State in that 

her son Ishmael, unlike his younger brother Isaac, is specifically excluded from the 

Abrahamic covenant. In the Epistle to the Galatians, St. Paul interprets the story of 

Abraham’s two sons allegorically, aligning Hagar and Ishmael with the Old Testament 

“of mounte Sina, which gendreth vnto bondage” and Sarah and Isaac with “Ierusalem, 

which is aboue [and] is fre” (Galatians 4:22-26).15  The glosses in the Geneva Bible 

interpret this as excluding Ishmael from salvation through Christ: “Agar and Sina 

represent the Lawe: Sara and Jerusalem the Gospell: Ishmael ye Jewish synagogue, and 

Isaac] the Church of Christ.”  Calvin similarly depicts Ishmael as being removed from the 

covenant so that, “although both [Ishmael and Esau] were descended from Abraham, they 

were cast out as strangers, and the blessing was set on Isaac and Jacob” in order to “show 



276 
 

the Jews” that election does not result from being one of Abraham’s descendants 

(Institutes 530).  Owen also claims that Ishmael abandoned the Church (Owen’s Works 

17: 267).  Hutchinson follows this traditional exegesis of the Genesis narrative.  As a 

result, when God provides for Hagar and Ishmael, he is providing for members of the 

Worldly State. The differences between Hutchinson’s accounts and the Genesis account 

are constructed to give an example of God’s blessing on the Worldly State despite the 

threat it poses against the Church.  Not every instance of divine provision, however 

remarkable, is necessarily a sign that the recipients are among the elect; indeed, blessings 

conferred upon the Worldly State can themselves be regarded as special Providence for 

the Holy State. 

Hagar begins the story as a member of the Holy State by virtue of her place in 

Abraham’s family;16 perhaps, in Owen’s terminology, she belonged to the visible rather 

than the militant church, but still remained a part of that particular church.  However, 

once Sarah’s scheme to secure Abraham an heir through Hagar proves successful, 

familial discord and “female strife” ensue.  Both Genesis and Hutchinson attribute Hagar 

with the responsibility for that strife: as Ishmael grew in Hagar’s womb, so did “her 

pride, thence Sarah’s anger, rise” (12.81).  Sarah’s reaction, however, is hardly kind or 

forbearing: she takes umbrage and complains to Abraham; he reacts uninterestedly: “If 

Hagar give offence, / Complain not, but suppress her insolence” (12.98).  Sarah resorts to 

physical violence to keep Hagar in line, whereupon Hagar runs away and hides in the 

desert.  In so doing, however, she literally leaves the Church; she excommunicates herself 

from that fellowship of the saints, which her pride had disturbed.  Alone, pregnant, and 

not desirous of returning to her abuser, Hagar 
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Found out a spring by which she sat, and first 
Borrowed a few cool drops to quench her thirst; 
But twice as many from her eyes returned… (12.105-07) 
 

The spring by which Hagar sits is a natural spring, which existed long before she 

discovered it; it belongs to the natural order, not the supernatural order, so there is 

nothing miraculous about this particular provision of water.  As she cries, God sees her 

from Heaven and sends an angel to comfort her and tell her to return to Sarah: 

‘Go back,’ the sacred messenger replied, 
‘And towards thy mistress bend thy stubborn pride. 
I with glad fruit will comfort thy distress 
And raise from thee a people numberless… 
Ishmael shall be the name thy son shall bear, 
Because the Lord did thy affliction hear.’ (12.117-20; 27-28) 
 

Hagar initially recognizes God’s care for her.  When the angel has finished speaking, 

Hagar rises up and speaks to the angel. “Here have my fervent prayers successful been,” 

she says, “In woes I looked to God and I was seen” (12.131-32).  In Hutchinson’s 

account, Hagar then returns to Abraham’s household.  In Genesis, however, Hagar names 

the spring where the angel appeared to her as a memorial of her encounter.  Hutchinson’s 

omission of this detail reveals what will be clarified in Hagar’s second journey to the 

desert: Hutchinson’s Hagar briefly perceives Providence, but she neither meditates upon 

it nor remembers it with the same gratitude the biblical Hagar displays.  Indeed, after 

Hagar’s initial statement, Hutchinson makes no mention of her continued devotion. 

With the second episode, Hutchinson again substantially alters the biblical 

narrative, this time in order to show God’s special Providence for Hagar and Ishmael as 

Abraham’s concubine and son.  After the unlikely fulfillment of God’s covenanted 

promise in the birth of Isaac to the centenarian Abraham and the barren Sarah, they hold 

a feast to celebrate his weaning.  Envy, the same sin that led Cain to reject the covenant 
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and kill Abel, overcomes Ishmael and impels him to mock Isaac.  In so doing, he exhibits 

total disregard for the holy seed.  Hutchinson’s reading is likely informed by the Geneva 

gloss to Genesis 21:9, which equates Ishmael’s mocking of Isaac to a conscious and 

violent rejection of the covenant: “Hee [ie, Ishmael] derided Gods promes made to Izhak 

which the Apostle calleth persecution, Gal.4.29, Gal.4.30.”    When Sarah sees Ishmael’s 

scoffing, she asks Abraham to send Ishmael and Hagar away lest the “slave’s proud son, 

so basely born / A share of Isaac’s heritage expect” (14.68-69). The request troubles 

Abraham, pinning him between “a stepdame’s fury” and the prospect that “his own child 

/ Should for one scoff be evermore exiled” (14.271-74).  Perhaps Ishmael’s youth 

mitigates his actions in Hutchinson’s eyes; her additions to the biblical narrative portray 

him favorably. 

Up to this point, Hutchinson has followed Genesis closely; here, however, she 

adds about thirty lines to the description of Abraham’s dream, explaining the significance 

of the statements from Genesis 21:12-13, “in Izhak shall thy seede be called,” and “As 

for the sonne of the bond woman, I will make him a nation also, because he is thy seede.”  

The dream begins as God confirms that Ishmael has abandoned the covenant by imposing 

excommunication, the same punishment imposed on Ishmael’s prototype, Cain.  God 

instructs Abraham to do what Sarah asks and send Ishmael and Hagar from his family.  

From a temporal point of view, Ishmael’s lot is highly desirable: he shall be a king, and 

“[t]welve princes shall spring from his loins.”  However, in terms of the covenant and 

holy seed, Isaac’s future is clearly superior: he will father a “race of kings” culminating 

in the “glorious Monarch whose great victories / Shall overthrow the powers of Death 

and Hell” (14.301-04). So much Hutchinson could have easily inferred from the Bible’s 
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overarching narrative.  The next addition to Abraham’s dream, however, is at once 

extraneous to Genesis and provides an insight into her views on Providence.  God 

promises Abraham that he will look after Hagar and Ishmael: 

Fear not t’expose them then whom for thy sake 
I henceforth into my protection take. 
But though this son my outward blessings share, 
The other to my promises is heir. (14.295-98) 
 

Thus God’s care for Hagar and Ishmael becomes special Providence for Abraham.  The 

promise reassures Abraham, and as he meditates on it, “[h]is wavering thoughts and 

length grew resolute, / Nor did he more in his fond heart dispute” (14.319-22). 

The next morning, Abraham obediently sends Hagar and Ishmael out to the 

desert. The biblical account is terse: “Abraham arose vp early in ye morning, and tooke 

bread, and a bottell of water, and gaue it vnto Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, and the 

childe also, and sent her away” (Genesis 22:14).  Hutchinson’s in contrast, expands over 

twenty lines as Abraham explains that God has chosen to “inflict” their “exile” because 

of their “pride.”  He then blesses them, placing them under the special Providence that 

God had promised in the dream:  

[God] will your wandering steps to safe paths guide 
And an establishment for you provide. 
Wherefore I you unto his grace commend, 
Who never leaves such as on him depend. (14.333-36) 
 

Hutchinson’s expansion here contrasts sharply with her dilation of Hagar’s first trip to the 

desert, when Sarah chased her away with no reference to God.  Hagar’s actions seemed 

spontaneous and unplanned, the desperate act of a runaway.  Here, however, God clearly 

orders the action, and Abraham obediently receives his instructions.   
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Nevertheless, Hutchinson’s narration demonstrates that Hagar’s previous failure 

to remember Providence and meditate upon it has not been altered by increased devotion.  

Though God had looked after her under similar circumstances, and though she has been 

entrusted into his providential keeping, she does not believe that God will provide. 

Instead, she “[a]bandon[s] herself to sad complaint / [And the] horrid wilderness she 

vainly curse[s]” (14.348-49) while awaiting a thirsty death. God, however, miraculously 

brings a spring out from the ground. Hutchinson’s emphasis on the miraculous differs 

from Genesis, where God simply opens Hagar’s eyes to see a spring that, presumably, 

was already there like the spring in Hagar’s first flight.  The Bible does not record Hagar 

and Ishmael’s reactions.  In Hutchinson’s account, Hagar’s silence at the spring’s 

miraculous appearance demonstrates that this act of Providence, like its predecessor, was 

unrecognized.  In contrast, Ishmael, once he has drunk from the spring, acknowledges 

God’s blessing: 

‘Mother,’ said he, ‘since God hath heard our prayer, 
Let not our sad state drive us to despair. 
He who for us produced this crystal spring 
In future times may happier fortunes bring. (14.414-17) 
 

Ishmael, a young prince in the Worldly State who has been excommunicated from the 

Church for opposing the heir to the Holy State, has just received miraculous provision 

from God.  Though his mother exhibits no profound recognition of special Providence, 

Ishmael does.  Although Hutchinson later insinuates that Ishmael remained an idolater 

outside the covenant, she also makes it clear that Abraham’s blessing on Ishmael did not 

go astray: “all his labours by the Lord were blessed” (14.429). 

The typological trajectory of the story, made clear in Abraham’s dream, clearly 

signals that Hagar and Ishmael are not part of the elect.  Nevertheless, Hutchinson creates 
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a flattering portrait of Ishmael: already he has recognized God’s blessing, and his 

jealousy of Isaac proves to have been a mere youthful petulance.  He does not return to 

the covenant; later, Esau marries Ishmael’s idolatrous daughter, which strongly suggests 

that Ishmael was also idolatrous.17  However, his aggression towards the holy seed does 

not persist; when Abraham dies, he returns to help Isaac bury him, and Hutchinson adds a 

short description of how “[f]raternal love” ended “their youthful feud” once Sarah had 

died (16.319-42).  This addition, seen in context of Abraham’s dream, shows that divine 

blessing on the members of the Worldly State can at times be regarded as special 

Providence for the Holy State.  Because of Abraham’s kindness and God’s favor, the 

unregenerate Ishmael does not persecute his younger brother.  Sarah’s fears for Isaac’s 

safety never materialized precisely because God expressed his care for the holy seed by 

caring for the holy seed’s most likely enemy.  Again, Hutchinson’s aims appear to be 

simultaneously didactic and hortatory as she nuances a doctrine that she and her 

community had not always fully understood: understanding these nuances likely proved 

encouraging.  As Keeble has shown, the Restoration certainly seemed to have 

dramatically favored their opponents in both Parliament and the Church, just as the 

miraculous spring seemed to have preserved the life of Isaac’s dangerous adversary.  In 

contrast to such a temporal view of special Providence, the epistemic understanding of 

special Providence advanced in Order and Disorder allows the blessing of the Worldly 

State to appear as the means for the blessing of the Holy State. 

 
Meditation in the Story of Isaac and Rebecca 

 
In the story of Isaac and Rebecca, found in Canto 16, Hutchinson dramatizes the 

relationship between meditation and special Providence in what might be described as the 
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internal communion of the Holy State.  As the particular congregations of Abraham and 

Nahor’s respective families engage with each other in seeking the fulfilment of God’s 

promise for the holy seed, their communion is marked by courtesy and attentiveness to 

God’s purposes and operations.  Hutchinson’s Independent ecclesiology becomes 

apparent when the representatives of both families meet together on equal terms, 

discerning and obeying God’s will without exerting any hierarchical authority over each 

other.  As she sets out this best case scenario of distinct churches making joint decisions, 

Hutchinson again uses her biblical source (this time Genesis 24) astutely, subtly altering 

its details to emphasize the Church’s meditative habits and its cognizance of special 

Providence.  One important feature of meditation emerges from the actions of 

Hutchinson’s characters: the external circumstances of meditation vary significantly.  

Meditation can be customary, prolonged, and solitary, but it can also be incidental, brief, 

and performed in society.  The meditator, however, is always oriented towards 

communing with God.  

The impetus for the incident’s action originates as Abraham charges his chief 

servant to find a wife for Isaac among the relative Abraham left in his hometown.  

Hutchinson’s expansion on the Genesis narrative of Abraham’s charge shapes the entire 

story, placing it in context of meditation on special Providence.  The Genesis account 

reads, 

Now Abraha[m] was old, (and) stricken in yeeres, and the Lorde had 
blessed Abraham in all things.  Therefore Abraham said unto his eldest 
seruant of his house, which had the rule ouer all that he had...thou shalt go 
unto my country, and to my kindred, and take a wife unto my sonne Izhak. 
(Genesis 24:1-4) 
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The Bible offers neither context nor background for Abraham’s actions beyond his age 

and past blessings.  Hutchinson, in contrast, clearly attributes a cause to what Abraham 

does.  As he performs the retrospective meditations of old age, his wisdom prompts him 

to secure his son’s future.  He gratefully mulls over God’s special Providence, and 

considers the best way to ensure similar blessings for Isaac.  Isaac’s continuance as a 

faithful member of the Church takes precedence: 

Now to the patriarch’s age death’s summons gave, 
Who, when he found his life approach the grave, 
Recounting how the Lord had blessed his cares 
And made him prosperous in all affairs... 
He piously his last thoughts employed 
Successors for his family to provide... 
And since that both parents’ godliness 
To children’s education is required, 
He for his son a virtuous wife desired, 
...lest his unexperienced youth should be 
Betrayed by fond love to idolatry... (16.1-4; 10-14) 
 

Having grounded the reason for Abraham’s instructions to the servant in his customary 

meditations, Hutchinson explicitly links the instructions themselves to the founding 

promise of the covenant of grace, a connection not made in Genesis.  Abraham makes the 

servant promise “that he should not link the holy seed / To any of the Canaanitish breed” 

(16.19-20).18  When the servant doubts the possibility of the task laid on him, Abraham’s 

response demonstrates an awareness of God’s past provision coupled with a confidence 

that he will fulfil the covenant promises: 

     ‘That God 
Which took me from my father’s first abode, 
From all my kindred, and hath sworn this land 
Shall be given to my offspring, will command 
His angel to prepare the way for thee... (16.29-33) 
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Abraham’s meditation on past provision reinforces his trusting obedience to the 

covenantal obligations. 

Abraham’s servant, like his master, is in the habit of meditating.  As he 

approaches the well on the edge of Abraham’s hometown, he pauses for a few moments 

to meditate on the charge laid on him, and asks for the divine aid Abraham had promised.  

He prays that God will give him a sign pointing to his errand’s success: 

Grant that the damsel whom thou shalt design 
For Isaac’s wife, when I to quench my thirst 
Shall water crave, may say to me, ‘Drink first 
Thyself, then let thy beasts their drought allay, 
And I may know her by this courteous way.’ (16.52-56) 
 

The Geneva gloss attributes the prayer to the servant’s faith in “Gods promes made to his 

master,” and Hutchinson follows suit as she describes the outcome of the prayer.  God 

answers the servant’s prayer before it has finished as Rebecca, the granddaughter of 

Abraham’s brother Nahor,19 appears and gives the servant and his camels water to drink.  

As Rebecca is at work, the servant takes advantage of a short moment to internally 

consider the events in light of God’s promise, hoping that “God [will] explain” if he has 

“blessed” the servant’s errand (16.83-87).  Again adding to her source text, Hutchinson 

has the servant explicitly connect Rebecca’s actions to special Providence in brief 

meditations: he initially acts by “wondering at this Providence” (16.77) and “[a]doring 

God, with joyful lips” (16.98). Later, while relating the event to Rebecca’s family, he 

again acknowledges its divine cause, telling them that:  

Rebecca seems by Providence 
Marked forth, for... 
God sent this fair and noble maid, 
Whose courtesy confirmed to me the sign  
I asked of God... (16.136-37; 142-44) 
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Again, when Rebecca’s parents also acknowledge God’s work in the situation (“God’s 

will herein so plainly is beheld” (16.151)) and assent to the servant’s request,20 he quickly 

turns his thoughts to God as “with a thankful heart [he] did God adore” (16.158).  The 

representatives of these two family churches consult each other amicably, but both regard 

the right course of action to have been ordained by God. 

The servant is not the only person in Hutchinson’s version of the story to 

meditate: Rebecca also shows herself to be in the habit of meditation.  Again, 

Hutchinson’s alterations of the Genesis account and the exegetical tradition show her 

intentions.  Wilcher has made a similar point, noting that Hutchinson gives significantly 

more attention to the passages about Rebecca than the Bible does.  For Wilcher, 

Hutchinson’s Rebecca is “the heroine” of a “seventeenth-century romance,” citing the 

“empathy” that led Hutchinson to narrate Rebecca’s “predicament” with “a poignant 

complex of psychological, emotional, and moral responses” (“Paraphrase” 37-39).   What 

Wilcher fails to consider, however, is how Hutchinson uses the particular content of her 

expansions to integrate Rebecca’s actions with the persuasive thrust of the canto itself 

along with the rest of Order and Disorder.  In other words, Hutchinson is not simply 

making Rebecca an attractive character, but rather deliberately dilating Rebecca’s 

response to her situation in a manner calculated to characterizing Rebecca as a member of 

a particular church that is characterized by meditation. 

One example of Hutchinson’s careful dilation can be found in Hutchinson’s 

reading of Genesis 24:58, “And they called Rebekah, and said unto her, Wilt thou go with 

this man?  And she said, I will go.”  As Norbrook’s footnote observes, “This verse was 

often taken to imply the need for her consent to marrying.”  Hutchinson’s account 
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eschews this common interpretation in order to characterize Rebecca as dutiful in her 

meditations.  Rebecca’s family had already decided that she would become Isaac’s bride, 

but they want her to remain at home for ten days to say goodbye.  Abraham’s servant 

wishes to return immediately, so they refer the question of timing to Rebecca.  

Hutchinson’s explanation of Rebecca’s reasoning reveals a principled choice made with 

due consideration: 

Not want of filial love or piety 
Made fair Rebecca here so soon agree 
Forever from her father’s house to go, 
But she believe, since ‘twas concluded so, 
A short stay might her pious griefs augment, 
And make her virtuous courage to relent... 
[Which might] have stopped the entrance of that love 
That must the blessing of her whole life prove... (16.183-92) 
 

Rebecca quickly discovers God’s will in mediation: “the blessing of her whole life” 

depends on her marriage to Isaac.  Once she has come to that point, she must obey, and 

all other meditation is extraneous and dangerous.  She therefore “gave herself no time to 

make / Reflection on those joys she must forsake” (16.210-11).  As Hutchinson 

comments, once her readers know what God has ordained, “[c]onsideration then is out of 

date / Where courage is required to meet [their] fate” (16.223-24). 

As Rebecca, accompanied by the servant, return to Abraham and Isaac, she 

spends her journey contemplating her future blessedness: 

Her hopes of happiness with joy she greets, 
And gladly so her future blessings meets. 
Thus, many days in travel now expired, 
Her longing soul with expectation tired... (16.229-33) 
 

Her meditation culminates in a remarkable recognition, which Hutchinson adds to the 

biblical account.  In Genesis 24:64-65, Rebecca merely sees Isaac in the distance and 
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asks the servant who he is.  Hutchinson’s account verges on the miraculous.  In it, 

Rebecca 

Found out a man far off, and, being inspired 
With a prophetic fancy, she inquired 
Of her conductor if the man in view 
Were not his lord... (16.235-38) 
 

To emphasize the highly unusual nature of Rebecca’s vision, Hutchinson again 

supplements her source text by stating that they were still far enough away that the 

servant could not immediately identify Isaac (16.238).  Rebecca’s constant communion 

with God by meditation on his works has given her the eyes of faith attributed to the early 

saints from Hebrews 11:13, who “sawe” the “promises” from “afarre off, beleeued 

(them,) and receiued (them) thankefully.”  As things turn out, Rebecca also receives her 

blessing thankfully. 

Certainly there is no coincidence that Rebecca first sees Isaac when he had gone 

out in the fields for private meditation.  Genesis 24:63 reads, “And Izhak went out to pray 

in the field toward ye evening: who lift up his eyes & looked, & behold, ye camels 

came.”  The Geneva gloss adds, “This was the exercise of the godly fathers, to meditate 

Gods promises and to pray for the accomplishment thereof.”  Hutchinson interpolates her 

own account of his first encounter with Rebecca.  Genesis makes no mention of how or 

when Isaac first saw her.  Hutchinson’s Isaac, in a manner also reminiscent of Hebrews 

11, also sees the camels “afar off” and shrewdly guesses that his bride is among them.  

Hutchinson writes,   

    Good Isaac from a fountain came, where he 
Was used to exercise his piety, 
And when his lone thoughts had devotion raised 
The name of God he there implored and praised. 
Returning from his holy exercise, 
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His father’s camels he afar off spies, 
And his wife’s train, which made him guess 
The servant was come back with wished success... (16.247-54) 
 

Like Abraham, his servant, Rebecca, and her family, Isaac has prepared himself through 

his customary exercise of meditation to see special Providence.  Hutchinson concludes 

the story by showing how Isaac and Rebecca’s meditation permits them to enter into a 

chaste but passionate love.  Meditation, it will be remembered, is an operation of the 

intellect, a proper use of human reason, and Hutchinson warns of the “wild distempers” 

attendant on an irrational affection:  “Love... [m]ust banish joy unless he can 

retain...Reason” (267-80).  In Isaac, however, Reason and Love have a “fellowship” 

which allows “chaste Love” to burn with “a pure legitimate flame” which gives “pure 

joys” (281-88).  Thus meditation does not only permit Isaac to fulfil his chief end by 

communing with God: it also permits him to fulfil his natural end by communing in 

marriage with Rebecca. 

Hutchinson’s version of the story of Isaac and Rebecca represents the optimal 

functioning of the militant church.  The saints are faithful in their pious duties, habitual in 

their meditation, and cognizant of Providence.  Individually, as the saints perceive the 

divine operations, they rejoice, worship God, and are enabled to make courageous, quick 

decisions and to see with the far-seeing eyes of faith.  Consequently, two distinct 

congregations quickly discern special Providence at work among them, and are able to 

join in courteous, hospitable communion with each other.  Together they negotiate a 

potentially disastrous situation without serious dissension.  Elsewhere in Order and 

Disorder, the inability to discern or obey God’s will sours similar situations.  Esau, for 

example, grieves Isaac, his father, by refusing to seek a suitable wife.  Likewise, “Leah’s 
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lust, and Laban’s fraud,” (19.337) cause a great deal of unnecessary tension between the 

next generation of the same two family churches.  Of course, Hutchinson’s historical 

context would have made her aware that the latter cases are at least as likely to occur as 

the former.  In the next section, I show how she configures the story of Isaac and 

Abimelech to suggest how members of the militant church ought to react to aggression 

and persecution. 

 
Persecution and Peace in the Story of Isaac and Abimelech 

 
If there were any uncertainty as to why Hutchinson never published the final 

fifteen cantos of Order and Disorder, even a cursory reading of her account of Isaac and 

Abimelech in Canto 17 would resolve it.  Her Republican politics come out strongly in 

the passage as she soundly criticises the capricious, ambitious, vicious nature of 

Abimelech’s monarchy in sweeping terms that would certainly appear to include Charles 

II.  Although this episode has received scant attention in the scholarly literature, the 

footnotes in Norbrook’s edition highlight a politicised reading of the episode; every 

interpretive note in the section points to Hutchinson’s Republican reading of the story.  In 

this section, I shall contextualize Norbrook’s interpretation by demonstrating how 

Hutchinson integrates political diatribe into her broader defence of Independent 

ecclesiology by casting the story as an oblique commentary on the exclusion from the 

Church of England.  She presents the exclusion as the consequences of an unjustly 

insecure monarch rather than a principled theological position, encourages a peaceful 

response from Non-conformists, and expresses hope for an unlikely inclusive and tolerant 

settlement in the future. 
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Chased by famine from the land promised to Abraham, Isaac briefly contemplates 

removing to Egypt until God forbids his plan.  God’s command expressly invokes the 

Abrahamic covenant, reminding the reader that Isaac’s family belongs to the Church: 

Thou shalt not leave this land, by me decreed 
To be th’inheritance of thy blessed seed... 
The covenant I with faithful Abraham made, 
Because that my commandments he obeyed, 
I will to thee confirm; all nations shall 
Thy happy offspring their chief blessing call. (17.231-38) 
 

Isaac obeys and returns to Gerar, the nearby Canaanite kingdom ruled by Abimelech, 

where he stayed “as a sojourner” (17.251) as Abraham had done before. The repeated 

application of the epithet “sojourner” to Isaac recalls Owen’s theology of the “viatores” 

‘pilgrims or wayfarers’ (Owen’s Works 17: 38),21 which Hutchinson translates as the 

“theologie” of “travellers to this rest of glory” (On Theologie 156), the experiential 

knowledge of God available to fallen, finite humans who have not yet received a fuller 

vision of God in Heaven.  Isaac’s role as a sojourner thus highlights his participation in 

the covenant and membership in the Church.  It also bears witness to the epistemic 

limitations placed upon him: although he might discern the operation of the divine decree 

in his interactions with Abimelech, he is ultimately incapable of fully comprehending 

them. 

As Hutchinson’s introduction to Isaac’s exile from Gerar recalls, the blessings for 

obedience to the covenant do not remove the Church from the fallen world.  Instead, all 

people are subject to the vicissitudes of Fortune because of the sin that darkens human 

existence, regardless of their election.  Nevertheless, Providence directs even the 

interplay between light and darkness, good and evil: 
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     Perfect bliss in any mortal state 
Is not to be required: clouds still abate 
The brightness of all human luster… 
Therefore the wise dispenser who our good, 
Which by ourselves is not well understood… 
So tempers good and ill that even the best 
Of human state is not in all things blessed: 
Nor are poor wretched mortals in the worst 
Of Fortune’s plunges every way accursed. (17.279-81; 287-89; 290-94) 
 

The lesson is that although Hutchinson’s readers can never expect any “good unmixed 

with ill,” Providence incorporates the ill into God’s good purposes in ways 

incomprehensible to the epistemic conditions restricting their knowledge of God to the 

ectypal theologia viatorum.  Hutchinson explicitly frames the story of Isaac’s exile from 

Gerar as “a full example” of this lesson (17.299).  Consequently, the acerbic criticism of 

“the state of kings” (17.334) that Norbrook reads in terms of Hutchinson’s 

Republicanism occurs in context of a hortatory exemplum designed to remind Non-

conformists that their present “exile” from the English church, though unjust, ultimately 

proceeds from special Providence.  

When Isaac obeys God by returning to Gerar from Egypt, God blesses his 

obedience.  Isaac prospers in Gerar, and Hutchinson explicitly attributes his increasing 

wealth to “God’s special grace” (17.277).  However, Abimelech begins to feel “envy” 

and “unjust jealousy” as Isaac’s prosperity (17.308-12).  Cain’s status as the envious 

“proto-hypocrite” informs Abimelech’s actions: Isaac’s envied wealth, like Abel’s 

accepted offering, is one of the signs of covenant membership.  The object of 

Abimelech’s jealousy can be construed with equal accuracy in terms of possession and 

acceptance, wealth and belonging.  Thus Cain’s sin again stirs up trouble for the elect, 
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inciting Abimelech to banish Isaac from the land in order to prevent civil turmoil.  This 

exile resonates deeply with Hutchinson’s eccleisological claims.  

A discussion of Isaac’s banishment from Gerar is strikingly absent from Miller’s 

argument that Hutchinson supported a contract theory of political dominion closely 

related to that advocated by Hobbes.  Because Miller offers the original contract between 

Abraham and Abimelech’s father as evidence of Hutchinson’s views, the absence 

becomes particularly significant.  Where Hutchinson has Abimelech’s father initiate the 

contract as he “[v]isits the blessèd patriarch and contracts / A league with him” (15.7-8), 

Miller reverses the agency, claiming that Abraham took the initiative (372-73).  This 

subtle transfer of agency to Abraham, whom Hutchinson clearly respected, allows Miller 

to argue that Hutchinson was asserting the potential for political stability afforded by 

contract theory: “In an event that establishes long term peace through the ‘contract’ 

[between Abraham and the king of Gerar], aspects of a commonwealth emerge along 

with political stability” (373).  As Hutchinson’s narrative continues, however, she shows 

that the “contract” cannot fulfill the promise of “long term peace” and “political stability” 

between the settled Abimelech and the sojourning Isaac.  In fact, the very peace and 

stability guaranteed by the contract undermine ultimately undermine the contract as 

Isaac’s increasing prosperity begins to threaten Abimelech.  I contend that Hutchinson’s 

careful use of the terms “contract” and “covenant” make a significant point in context of 

her covenant theology: unlike God’s “covenant” with Isaac and his ancestors, the 

“contract” the king of Gerar made with Abraham turns out to be unreliable.  In fact, 

Isaac’s exile reveals that Hutchinson is suggesting the exact opposite of what Miller is 

claiming: political contracts constitute no guarantee of political stability.  Because the 
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Worldly State is characterized by envy, breaches of contract are always a possibility, 

especially where the Holy State, always subject to worldly opposition, is involved.  

Hutchinson narrates Isaac’s banishment with a degree of indirect historical 

reference unusual in Order and Disorder.  Abimelech imposes Isaacs’s exile in two 

stages that mirror the historical development of Non-conformity: “First he broke / His 

father’s league with Abraham, then sent / His guest to undeserved banishment” (17.312-

14, emphasis added).  The first stage mirrors the undoing of the Declaration of Breda, 

Charles II’s promise of “liberty to tender consciences” within the settled church, which 

was eventually rendered unfulfilled by the Act of Uniformity.22  The second resembles 

the Act of Uniformity itself, whose anti-sedition language is reflected in Abimelech’s 

speech to Isaac.  He tells Isaac: 

    Thou art too mighty grown 
To be a sojourner: ‘tis seldom known  
That strangers suffered to acquire such power 
Do not the native at the last devour. 
Thine and our safety to assure, thou art 
Commanded from this city to depart, 
Too dangerous to any state or throne. (17.317-23) 
 

These “sojourners” and recipients of special Providence are too different from “the 

native” to permit a sense of peace and security throughout the kingdom.  Difference 

arouses fear, which poses a choice between conformity and exile.  Isaac, like 

Hutchinson’s community, cannot in good conscience alter those things that set him apart 

since they result from obedience to the divine covenant. 

Perhaps these similarities help explain the vitriol Hutchinson displays in her 

ensuing reflection on kingship, one of those “ills” that Providence directs towards a 

baffled Church.  Her diatribe soundly rejects the divine rights, presenting kings as unfair 
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fighters who “to the high throne climb” by “blood and strife” (17.337-38), while 

condemning their capricious behaviour (which doubtless includes the revocation of the 

Breda Declaration): 

How changing are the tides of princes’ grace, 
Not ruled by justice or desert, but chance, 
Which makes their high floods run back, or advance 
Where partial interests lets them forth, and where 
They find resistance from awakened fear. 
Could mortals but with true discerning eyes 
Behold the state of kings, they would... 
[see] that all to the high throne climb 
Must wade through blood and strife, check at no crime, 
Tread on contemned piety and faith, 
Quit every virtue on that horrid path... (17.328-33; 37-40) 
 

Hutchinson’s criticism continues for another fifty lines.  Not only do kings maintain their 

power through wicked means, they are unhappy slaves to Vice, fearful of all their 

subjects, subject to flattery, misunderstood by all and misunderstanding them in return.  

Because such are kings, she concludes, it is “[n]o wonder” that “blessèd Isaac” became 

“[h]ateful to Gerar’s king...[w]ho could no excellence but in evil boast” (17.389-92).  

Such opinions, especially expressed in terms including all kings generally, would have 

rendered publication of this passage impossible.  However, Hutchinson subordinates the 

implicit criticism of Charles II to her larger ecclesiological claims.  Just as she introduces 

it as a reflection on the cause of Isaac’s exile (and implicitly of the Non-conformists’ 

ejection), so she follows it by using Isaac’s example to argue for a peaceful response to 

unjust treatment. 

Hutchinson’s description of Isaac’s reaction to his exile emphasizes three things.  

First, he persistently refuses to engage in violent opposition.  He also continues to obey 

the provisions of the covenant.  Finally, he reveals constant awareness of special 
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Providence throughout the ordeal.  The situation must have confused Isaac: after all, he 

had obeyed God’s command to remain in the land by visiting Gerar.  To all appearances, 

his obedience went awry, and Hutchinson may have in mind the failure of the Republican 

project, which she had clearly associated with God’s will in Memoirs.23  Nevertheless, 

Isaac’s unresisting actions imply that he accepts failure along with success as evidence of 

providential guidance: 

The peaceful holy man doth not oppose 
His unjust banishment, but meekly goes 
To the next valley out of Gerar’s bounds. 
Before had Abraham’s cattle in those grounds 
Been grazed... (17.393-97) 
 

Though he does not protest, he does not go far away, either: he appears keen to remain in 

the land promised to Abraham.  Because livestock forms the basis of his wealth, water 

becomes a major necessity.  Earlier, in the beginning of Abimelech’s “close hatred,” his 

servants “damned up with earth / Those wells which Abraham’s slaves with toil had 

sunk” (17.401-02).  Once he has left “Gerar’s bounds,” Isaac has his servants “open the 

old springs,” and demonstrates the meditative awareness of Providence which Hagar 

lacked by using the names originally given them by Abraham.24  Nevertheless, 

Abimelech’s shepherds continued their persecutory “malice” by physically assaulting 

Isaac’s servants on two of their attempts to re-open one of the wells.  Isaac’s third attempt 

proves more successful, when 

 Unopposed, they sunk another well. 
‘Here,’ Isaac said, ‘God gives us room to dwell.’ 
Yet to avoid [Abimelech’s] troublesome offence, 
Back to Beersheba he removed from thence. (17.413-16) 
 

Again, Isaac acknowledges special Providence, but also pursues his program of meekness 

towards Abimelech by foreseeing and preventing a new incident of persecution. 
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God signals his approval of Isaac’s behaviour by appearing to him that night and 

reconfirming the covenant and promising to “undertake” his “protection” (17.417-24).   

While Isaac responds to his dream by building an altar to God in both Genesis and Order 

and Disorder, Hutchinson’s additions to the scriptural narrative display a gathered church 

continuing to operate despite the current persecution.  The biblical account simply reads, 

“Then [Isaac] built an altar there, and called upon the name of the Lorde, and there spred 

his tent: where also [his] seruants digged a well” (Genesis 26:25).  Hutchinson’s is 

considerably longer and adds several details to a picture that contains the major features 

of a gathered church: 

Waking next morn, when Isaac’s thought reflects 
On God’s new-promised grace, he then erects 
An altar and invokes the Lord’s great name, 
Then pitched his tabernacle near the same 
And, having worshipped God with thanks and prayers, 
Again renews his honest household cares, 
Employs his servants to search out new springs... (17.425-31) 
 

The passage begins with Isaac’s private devotion as he meditates on the recent revelation 

of the covenant.  Since Hutchinson consistently describes religious exercises as “duty” or 

“devotion” when done privately and as “worship” when done corporately, she is here 

implying that Isaac’s entire household gathered to worship before the altar as the day 

begins before launching into their daily duties, a detail added to Genesis.  Then, Isaac 

actively obeys the covenant by seeking means by which he can live in the land God has 

just promised him by sending his servants to find water.  Thus Isaac’s church greatly 

resembles the Church that Hutchinson describes in the house of Seth.  The implication is 

that Non-conforming churches ought to live as normally as possible under their 

contemporary persecution, neither seeking comprehension by violent means nor engaging 
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in overt resistance, but continuing in private devotion, public worship, and practical 

obedience to the commands that God has revealed in the Bible. 

While Isaac goes about his ordinary business, Abimelech arrives with an 

embassy.  As she narrates the ensuing conversation, Hutchinson adds descriptions of 

Isaac’s manner of address to the biblical account.  These additions illustrate a godly way 

for Independents to respond to a hypothetical proffer of toleration.  Hutchinson’s Isaac 

refuses to voice his grievances or seek redress, but where the biblical Isaac’s manner is 

not described, Hutchinson’s Isaac acts politely and accepts the offer of peace despite its 

obvious inaccuracies.  When Abimelech arrives, Isaac greets him “gently” and asks, 

“Why, when / You me so lately did with hatred chase, / Repair you now unto this distant 

place?” (17.436-38).  Abimelech’s reply is highly significant, showing that although his 

perception of the providential origins of Isaac’s wealth has become more accurate, he is 

loath to make a real apology: 

Abimelech replies, ‘We clearly see 
The great Jehovah owns and blesseth thee: 
Wherefore let us in mutual leagues be joined 
And let an oath our friendly covenant bind. 
Swear thou wilt not attempt our hurt, as we 
Have rather done thee good than injury: 
And though reasons of state would not permit 
Thee to continue in our cities, yet 
In peace we thee on friendly terms dismissed.’ (17.439-47) 
 

The continued harassment of Isaac’s shepherds shows that Abimelech’s construal of the 

exile is at best optimistic.  Nevertheless, his offer would put Isaac on a much more 

comfortable footing, giving him latitude to pursue his life and worship without 

interference.  As Hutchinson dilates his response to Abimelech’s suggestion of peace, she 



298 
 

again colors her source text by emphasizing Isaac’s generous decision to overlook past 

offences: 

    The gentle Isaac would no more insist, 
Nor urge on their reproach, but quit the offence, 
With kind did their harsh usage recompense, 
Them to his tent in courteous words invite, 
Then with a cheerful feast crowned the glad night... (17.448-52) 
 

Hutchinson again connects a surprising act of Providence to the image of light and 

darkness, describing the “purple rays” of “bright Aurora” the following morning as “all 

the radiant host of heaven” rejoices to see the treaty’s formalization (17.453-55).  The 

story ends pleasingly as “Abimelech back to his court repairs, / Isaac at peace intends his 

own affairs” (17.461-62).  While the biblical narrative puts the finding of the last well 

after Abimelech’s departure (Genesis 26:32); Hutchinson omits it in order to emphasize 

Isaac’s new freedom to pursue his own business without harassment from Abimelech. 

Another alteration that Hutchinson makes to her source indisputably connects her 

narration to her contemporary situation.  Abimelech alleges that “reasons of state” 

dictated his decision to exile Isaac.  Norbrook’s footnote describes the term “reasons of 

state” as a “striking anachronism,” noting its association with “modern absolute 

monarchies.”  Such resonance does not appear accidental, since Abimelech is offering 

Isaac precisely the peaceful toleration that Independents and other Non-conformists had 

sought of Charles II, a space outside the established church where they could operate 

unencumbered by the imposition of liturgy or prelacy.  Hutchinson is describing 

toleration, not comprehension: Abimelech does not invite Isaac back to Gerar or extend 

his own borders to include Isaac’s territory.  Isaac’s response seems to acknowledge the 

political necessity that impels the weaker party to accept an offer of peace from the 
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stronger without insisting upon a full admission of guilt, and the implication seems to be 

that Non-conformists, if providentially given a reasonable offer of toleration, should not 

prolong their persecution by foolish tenacity. 

Significantly, the offer of peace does not follow prolonged negotiations or 

aggressive action.  Instead, it results directly from Abimelech’s independent recognition 

of Isaac’s position in relation to God: “great Jehovah owns and blesseth thee.”  The 

sequence of events seems important: Isaac obeys God.  Even in unmerited exile and 

persecution, God blesses Isaac.  The congregation of Isaac’s household continues about 

its private devotion, public worship, and active obedience to the covenant.  As they do so, 

God makes his Providence for the Church known to Abimelech, who then offers to stop 

the persecution.  Hutchinson is implicitly proposing that the Non-conformists carry on as 

functioning churches despite the Clarendon Code, in hopes that the established church 

will recognize them as legitimate Protestant churches precisely because of their peaceful 

and godly conversation.  She seems to recognize the folly of pushing their point, given 

the language of sedition used by the authorities: any energetic attempts to gain toleration 

would too easily confirm the suspicions of Gilbert Sheldon, William Assheton, and those 

like them.  Isaac’s example shows that, for Hutchinson, peaceable godliness is the policy 

most likely to result in toleration.  God’s special Providence for the militant church in 

time may convince the civil authorities (including the Church of England) that the Non-

conformists simply wish to engage in public worship unconstrained by liturgical 

uniformity and episcopal ordination.  For the Non-conformists, as for Isaac, their freedom 

from persecution would come when the authorities could say along with Abimelech, “We 

clearly see / The great Jehovah owns and blesseth thee.”  
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Conclusion 
 

I conclude this chapter with a brief reading of the ending of Order and Disorder.  

At present, Hutchinson’s reasons for abandoning her poem in medias res remain 

mysterious, though likely age and the project’s enormity played their part.  The ending 

arrives abruptly as the last stage of Laban’s long pursuit of the fleeing Jacob is about to 

begin.  Jacob, thinking he has escaped, has stopped his flight and set up his tents.  With 

the day’s last light, though, he catches sight of Laban’s forces as they make their way 

towards him.  While Laban pauses for a council of war, Jacob stops to meditate on God’s 

trustworthiness, and the poem ends with a strange mixture of looming disaster and 

possible but ineluctable deliverance: 

[Jacob’s] thoughts he then with noble courage arms, 
Stands Envy’s shocks, contemning Fortunes harms, 
Sees Laban’s harnessed troops climb the ascent 
And in the midway pitched his spacious tent, 
Where he, retired, doth with his friends advise; 
But Jacob only on the Lord relies, 
And well he might: for God at first did send 
An unseen guard of angels to attend 
His servant home, though yet he knew it not, 
And Bethel’s certain vision had forgot.  
These Laban and his troops could have delayed 
Or led them to wrong paths and while they strayed 
Carried off Jacob safe. (20.137-49) 
 

The counterfactuals in the last sentence are maddening, simultaneously raising and 

denying possibilities without satisfying the desire to know what happens next.  A reader 

familiar with the biblical story would know that Laban’s quest for vengeance was 

providentially ended.  As Laban explains to Jacob, “I am able to do you euil: but the God 

of your father spake unto me yester night, saying, Take heede that thou speake not to 

Jaakob ought saue good” (Genesis 31:29).  Even such a reader, however, would 
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inevitably wish to see how Hutchinson would narrate the story, why the angels did not 

divert Laban’s troops, how did Laban’s conversation with God unfold, what lessons 

would appear.  Such uncertainties are of means, not of ends: Hutchinson stays close 

enough to her original to warrant the assumption that Laban would heed God’s warning, 

leading him to be reconciled with Jacob. 

As the poem breaks off, Jacob is left in a situation analogous to that of 

Hutchinson herself.  Both are convinced of their election and participation in the 

covenant, even if they are not always sufficiently aware of it.  Jacob’s forgetfulness of the 

covenant given in “Bethel’s certain vision” does not appear in Scripture and resembles 

Hutchinson’s participation in the “general neglect” of Providence (Memoirs 5)  Both 

attempt to negotiate a treacherous political situation, full (from their perspective) of 

broken promises, by meditating on Providence.  Jacob “only on the Lord relies” while 

Hutchinson’s poem meditates on the Bible to encourage herself and other Non-

conformists to continue acting like the militant church.  Both are threatened by coercive 

force, and both remain unaware of what will happen next.  The psychological experience 

of 1670s Non-conformists survives in the teasing translucence of the last line: God will 

fulfil his promise, but his ways cannot be guessed. 

When Hutchinson describes her husband’s arrest in Memoirs, she compares him 

to Jacob, and his political enemies to Laban.25  As he is marched through Newark, a town 

he had captured during the Civil War, and taken to London, the citizens treat him with 

“very civil respect” instead of the scorn he had expected.  He recognizes special 

Providence at work: 

The Colonel regarded all these civilities from the town...not as of 
themselves, but as from God, who at that time overawed the hearts of his 
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enemies, as once he did Laban’s and Esau’s, and was much confirmed in 
the favour of God thereby and nothing at all daunted at the malice of his 
persecutors, but went as cheerfully into captivity as another would have 
come out of it. (Memoirs 303) 
 

As Getz has shown, the Memoirs is a hagiography, and John Hutchinson is “a saint and a 

testimony to the power of God” (Analogy 131).  Hutchinson’s husband thus stands as an 

exemplar of a contemporary member of the Holy State who could live in obedience to the 

covenant in the face of unjust opposition from the Worldly State because his meditative 

habit permitted him to perceive special Providence in the most unlikely situations.  

I conclude, then, that Hutchinson’s original meditative purpose for Order and 

Disorder proved successful.  That is, her encounter with divine revelation in Genesis as 

mediated by contemporary Reformed theology proved a successfully “antidote” to the 

Lucretian “infection” of her thinking.  Her secondary purpose (“to vindicate my self from 

those heathenish authors I have been conversant in”) admits a similar judgment.  Order 

and Disorder consistently articulates an ontology and doctrine of revelation incompatible 

with Lucretian materialism, as well a covenant theology and understanding of special 

Providence alien to the impersonal atoms.  In other words, the content of Order and 

Disorder sufficiently justifies Hutchinson’s self-vindication, informed as it is by 

contemporary Reformed theology. 

As I have shown these things, I have also demonstrated the viability of an 

alternative understanding of meditation in seventeenth-century poetry.  Meditative poetry 

need not be conceived of only in terms of the lyric.  I have shown how Owen’s 

intellective approach to meditation, in which the meditator communes with God by 

directing his or her intellect to perceiving God as he reveals himself in his works and 

word, informs the meditative poetics at the heart of Order and Disorder.  At least for 



303 
 

certain poets, then, the epic proves as fruitful a ground for the poetic representation of 

meditation as the lyric.  In other words, Hutchinson’s designation of Order and Disorder 

as “meditations” deserves to be taken seriously, and, consequently, to instigate a re-

evaluation of one of the major sites of scholarly debate on seventeenth-century English 

literature.
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CHAPTER NINE 
 

Epilogue 
 
 

In 1683, Owen completed the manuscript of the textual product of his own private 

meditations.  He had been unwell for several years and had been meditating on the book 

of John as he convalesced at his home in Ealing (Toon, God’s Statesman 171).  As he 

wrote the Preface to the Reader, his knew his health was declining, and he refers to the 

work as likely representing the “last service [he] shall do” for his present congregation 

(Owen’s Works 1: 275).  The Preface ends on a wistful note as Owen admits that a desire 

to have written more was denied by “weakness, weariness, and the near approaches of 

death” (Owen’s Works 1: 284).  His notion proved prescient, and he died on 24 August, 

1683.  His meditations were published posthumously the following year under the title 

Meditations and Discourses on the Glory of Christ.   

Like Hutchinson in the Preface to Order and Disorder, Owen claims that the 

project originated “first for the exercise of [his] own mind,” and only later took on a more 

public dimension as he turned them to “the edification of a private congregation” and 

then into the book at hand.  Like Hutchinson, he hopes that these meditations will prove 

of use to a wider audience.  Some readers might use Owen’s meditations as an exemplar 

of meditation and a spur to “attend unto the same duty with more diligence than 

formerly,” while others might find themselves encouraged to publish the content of their 

own private meditations as they are “provoked to communicate their greater light and 

knowledge unto the good of many” (Owen’s Works 1: 275).  In other words, Owen’s 
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openly theological prose treatise shares with Hutchinson’s biblical epic many of the 

assumptions about meditation that I discussed in Chapter Three. 

But I do not mention Owen’s last publication simply in support of my claim to 

synchronic intertextuality between his work and Hutchinson’s, although his Preface does 

demonstrate a remarkable continuity of purpose between the two texts.  Rather, I wish to 

raise the possibility that Owen was aware of Order and Disorder, and that he regarded it 

primarily as a meditative text.  

The “surpassing glory of Christ” is the object of Owen’s meditations, and he 

repeatedly asserts that no greater object of meditation exists.  In order to persuade his 

readers that all other objects of meditation are inferior to Christ’s glory, he uses the topos 

of contrast by describing three classes of things upon which people meditate that do not 

measure up to Christ.  Owen disdains the first two, “objects suited unto their lusts and 

carnal desires” and “the things of this world.”  Meditation on such things leads to idolatry 

and hinders the meditator from gazing upon Christ.  The third, however, he views with 

great respect: 

Some [people], of more refined parts and notional minds, do arise unto a 
sedulous meditation on the works of creation and providence.  Hence 
many discourses on that subject, adorned with eloquence, are published 
among us.  And a work this is worthy of our nature [sic], and suited unto 
our rational capacities; yea, the first end of our natural endowment with 
them.  But in all those things, there is no glory in comparison of what is 
proposed to us in the mysterious constitution of the person of Christ. 
(Owen’s Works 1: 313) 

 
If done correctly, he continues, such meditations follow the example of the psalmist and 

proceed to “an admiration of the wisdom, goodness, and love of God, exalting that nature 

incomparably above all the works of creation in the person of Jesus Christ” (1: 314). 
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Of course, Owen’s oblique and indirect remarks are not conclusive evidence that he read 

Order and Disorder.  The phrase “adorned with eloquence,” however, indicates that he 

does have any number of poetic meditations on Creation and Providence, Paradise Lost 

(he likely owned the ten-book version)1 and the Divine Weeks and Works prominent 

among them.  Nevertheless, there are good reasons to hear an allusion to Order and 

Disorder here.  Most obviously, Owen indicates the doctrines of Creation and Providence 

that Hutchinson explicitly claimed as the matter of a biblical epic that ultimately derived 

from her private meditations.  Circumstantial factors also give a high probability: 

Hutchinson was very probably studying and translating Owen’s theology at the same time 

she was composing Order and Disorder at the same time she was attending Owen’s 

conventicle.  Since his pastoral theology demanded that a pastor know his flock’s 

spiritual state, there is a strong likelihood that they discussed her meditative project at 

some point. 

In a sense, however, even if Owen was not thinking specifically of Order and 

Disorder, his reference to these “sedulous meditations” “adorned with eloquence” brings 

this dissertation full circle to the issues raised in Chapter Two, where I argued that 

seventeenth-century biblical epics should be considered in terms of meditative poetry.  

Whatever specific texts Owen has in mind, there is a strong possibility that they include 

at least one of the biblical epics.  If this is indeed the case, then at least one seventeenth-

century reader regarded the contents of meditation as appropriate matter for a biblical 

epic.  Given the prevalence of meditation as a devotional exercise and the existence of 

numerous biblical epics, Order and Disorder is probably not the only narrative resulting 

from its writer’s private meditations. 
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The benefits of approaching narrative poetry such as Order and Disorder as 

meditative poetry are significant.  By emphasizing poetry’s devotional nature, it enables 

clearer insight into the context from which that poetry originates.  If meditation is an 

activity whose end is communion with God, then meditative poetry acts as a testament to 

the poet’s attempts to attain that end.  By recognizing Order and Disorder’s origins in 

Hutchinson’s private devotions, I have been able to illuminate the contentious issue of the 

poem’s relation to De Rerum Natura.  When taken together, Hutchinson’s explicit 

statements about Lucretius, her theological writings, and the specific character of her 

meditations on Genesis in Order and Disorder confirm what many scholars doubt, that 

Hutchinson rejected those aspects of Lucretius that she found most objectionable.  Such 

an understanding of Order and Disorder results directly from recognizing it as the textual 

product of Hutchinson’s private meditations.  Moreover, considering narrative poetry as 

meditative in the intellective sense I have described permits a robust conception of the 

poet’s use of theological categories.  If meditation seeks to commune with God by 

understanding his mind and will as revealed in the Bible, then the resulting meditative 

poetry orients its content towards persuading the reader to that end.  Thus, for example, I 

have shown how Hutchinson deploys a number of technical distinctions in Canto 1 as she 

argues for the Reformed doctrine of God over against a materialist ontology.  While 

showing this, I have also shown that Hutchinson’s primary persuasive end is theological 

in nature, which is a point that other scholars have not appreciated.  An appreciation of 

Order and Disorder as a meditative poem, then, has proved a unique source of crucial 

interpretive insight into critical discussion of some of the poem’s most important aspects. 
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Notes 
 

Chapter One 
 

11 See Norbrook, “Memoirs and Oblivion.” 
 
2 The portrait of John Hutchinson that emerges in the Memoirs is quite flattering.  N.H. Keeble 

argues that it is calculated to counter the royalist stereotype of Republicans as uncultured louts by 
describing Hutchinson as a refined gentleman (Memoirs xxii), while Evan Getz describes the work as 
hagiography (125-32). 

 
3 In 1989, Katherine Narveson first identified Owen’s text as the source for Hutchinson’s 

translation. 
  
4 For an impressively thorough account of Hutchinson’s translation of De Rerum Natura, see 

Norbrook and Barbour’s introduction to the edition of Hutchinson’s translation in Hutchinson’s Works.  
Their introduction contextualizes Hutchinson’s translation with an extensive study of the reception of 
Lucretius in 17th Century England. 

 
5 John Evelyn’s version of De Rerum Natura’s first book was published in 1656, but he never 

published the rest of the poem.  Alexander Brome was working on a translation in 1658 when his friend Sir 
Aston Cokayne wrote a poem encouraging him to finish. “I know a Lady that hath been about / the same 
design, but…the task is masculine,” was the heart of Cokayne’s exhortation (qtd. in Norbrook and Barbour 
xxii).  Thomas Creech became the first to publish the entire poem in 1682. 

6 See Norbrook, Memoirs and Oblivion. 

Chapter Two 

1 In the interests of terminological precision, I use the Aristotelian division of poetry into the epic, 
lyric, and dramatic modes of representing their respective objects.  Aristotle writes: “It is possible to imitate 
the same objects in the same medium sometimes by narrating (either using a different persona, as in 
Homer’s poetry, or as the same person without variation), or else with all the imitators as agents and 
engaged in activity” (Poetics 2.3).  All three modes depict action towards an end, but in different ways.  
The epic mode narrates its object in the third person.  The dramatic mode represents the action from the 
actors’ points of view, while the lyric is a fragment of a drama, revealing an internal action.  

2 Most scholars point to T.S. Eliot’s seminal essay, “The Metaphysical Poets” (1921) as the 
beginning point of current debate over the seventeenth-century English devotional poets.  For early 
contributions to the discussion of meditative poetry aside from Martz, see Helen C. White’s The 
Metaphysical Poets; Helen Gardner’s editions of Donne and Herbert’s poetry; Rosemond Tuve’s A 
Reading of George Herbert (1952).  For defenses of the earlier, Anglican model of devotional poetry 
against Protestant poetics, see Anthony Low, Love’s Architecture: Devotional Modes in Seventeenth-
Century English Poetry (1978); Anthony Raspa, The Emotive Image: Jesuit Poetics in the English 
Renaissance (1983); and Heather A. R. Asals, Equivocal Predication: George Herbert’s Way to God 
(1981).  For works advocating Protestant Poetics, see William Halewood, The Poetry of Grace: 
Reformation Themes in English Seventeenth-Century Poetry (1970); Barbara Lewalski, Donne’s 
Anniversaries and the Poetry of Praise (1973); Andrew Weiner, Sir Philip Sidney and the Poetics of 
Protestantism (1978). 

3 Lewalski also lightly skips over Richard Crashaw, a Roman Catholic, and includes Thomas 
Traherne, a Protestant.  However, as Janel M. Mueller observes, the use of Traherne is problematic as many 
of his poems do not fit into the Pauline framework described by Lewalski, and it highlights a “deficiency in 
Lewalski’s formulation of a ‘Protestant Poetics’” by flattening the differences between Protestant writers in 
an attempt to systematize their poetics (84).  
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4 Cummings does not seem to have been aware of Young’s work, which preceded his by two 

years. 

5 As far as I am aware, S.K.H. Chan’s unpublished doctoral dissertation from Cambridge 
University (1986), The Puritan Meditative Tradition, 1599-1691: A Study of Ascetical Piety, which 
unfortunately I have not been able to access, includes the only significant discussion of Owen and 
meditation. 

6 The absence of a work by Owen explicitly dedicated to meditation poses the methodological 
challenge of teasing out Owen’s implicit thesis from a number of widely scattered remarks on the topic.  
This problem has been encountered before.  When Umberto Eco wanted to tease out the aesthetic theory of 
Thomas Aquinas, he recognized that Aquinas never formally broached the subject: “Aquinas did not 
formulate a clear, specific aesthetic theory in a homogenous, explicit body of writings” (19).  Nevertheless, 
Eco manages to write a dense and comprehensive account of Aquinas’s aesthetic thought.  Since it was 
“entangled in [his] theology,” Eco attempts to “read [his] theology in a philosophical light” (2), and, by 
“careful reading in the context of his system as a whole,” to “attempt to flush out his meaning” (64).  To 
that end, Eco ranges over many of Aquinas’s writings to find how commentary on unrelated issues speaks 
to his aesthetics: for example, his discussion of temperance is shot through with the issue of play and 
disinterested pleasure (17).  Eco’s methodology involves wide reading, careful reading, and constant 
attention to Aquinas’s approach as a whole.  My approach to what Owen has to say about meditation has 
benefitted greatly from Eco’s work.  For the full description and enactment of Eco’s methodology, see The 
Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas.  

7 Louis Martz (153-175) and Barbara Lewalski (147-178) both treat Baxter at length. 

8 Baxter’s approach to the faculties as they relate to meditation, in which the intellect, aided by the 
will, incites the affections to love and desire Heaven, is consistent with his metaphysics.  Carl R. Trueman 
has shown how Baxter was influenced by Tommaso Campanella’s revision of Aristotelian metaphysics.  
Where Aristotle had “dichotomized” being into act and potency, Campanella “trichotomized” it into the 
hierarchically ordered power, wisdom, and love.  Trueman summarizes: “power…is fundamentally the 
power to be, to exist, to live, and as such logically precedes all other acts of power; wisdom…is the sensing 
of existence, primarily of the self…and love…is the desire to exist, which is logically dependent upon both 
the power to exist and the knowledge of existence” (188-89).  The connection between power and the will, 
wisdom and the intellect, and love and the affections should be clear.  As Trueman argue, Baxter’s 
trichotomizing of being “broadens greatly the sphere of human reason’s competence” (194), a feature that 
is again consistent with Baxter’s anthropology as expressed in The Saints Everlasting Rest, which is 
generally more optimistic about human efforts to devotion than Owen was.  

9 Owen’s distinction between “natural” and “spiritual” light is related to the distinction between 
“natural theology” and “revealed theology” in Theologoumena Pantodapa. There are more than 100 
references to light in Pneumatologia alone, and the vast majority occur in this metaphorical sense in 
reference to either natural (i.e., rational) or spiritual light.  For a typical example, see Owen’s Works 3: 437: 
“The more we have of saving light in our minds, of heavenly love in our wills and affections, of a constant 
readiness unto obedience in our hearts, the more pure we are, the more cleansed from the pollution of sins.”  
It would be surprising to find that Owen did not follow the identification of light with truth consistently 
throughout the entirety of his works. 

10 Compared to Owen’s ordinary prose, which tends to be lucid if neither economical nor 
straightforward, this statement is confusingly convoluted, which is probably because, according to the first 
editor, “they were at first taken in short-hand from the Doctor’s mouth, and, by the late Sir John Hartopp, 
baronet…were transcribed into long-hand” (Owen’s Works 9: 5201).  The sermon is Goold’s reprint of the 
copy originally published in 1760 by Richard Winter in a collection of sermons about the Lord’s Supper.  
Goold also reprints Winter’s preface and his piously flattering letter to one Mrs. Cooke of Stoke 
Newington, an apparent sponsor of the publication.  Hartopp probably made use of the industry of scribal 
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publication for which Harold Love argues.  He possibly chose a scribal transcription because scribes could 
“offer a cheaper service than the printer” when it came to “low-volume publication” (Love 132). 
Alternatively, Hartopp may have entrusted a personal a secretary with transcribing the sermon notes (98-
99).  Scribal transcription, as Love observes, is a difficult task fraught with the potential for errors (313-15), 
and the tortuous argumentation of this particular sermon makes one suspect that the scribe was still learning 
the trade.  Nevertheless, the nature of Owen’s text from Zechariah is such that, once linked to meditation, it 
would take a grossly incompetent scribe to destroy the analogy between meditation and visual beholding.  

 
11 See Toon, God’s Statesman 73-74; Owen Owen’s Works 16: 79. 

12 Owen’s use of the illumination topos puts him in a long tradition, stretching back at least to 
Augustine of Hippo, which asserts that good interpretation of the Bible can happen only when the 
interpreter’s mind is illuminated by the Holy Spirit. 

13 The title intriguingly reflects the tension between the unilaterality and bilaterality of Owen’s 
understanding of the covenant (see Muller, “After Calvin” 12-13; Owen’s Works 17:133 and following).  
On the one hand, spiritual-mindedness is a “grace,” originating outside of human experience and entering 
through the renovating work of the Holy Spirit.  It is a gift that otherwise the Christian could not have.  On 
the other hand, spiritual mindedness is a “duty” by which Christians voluntarily respond in obedience to 
God’s instigating action.  Significantly, spiritual-mindedness is a grace first and duty thereafter; this 
accords with Owen’s insistence that without inner renovation by the Holy Spirit, no one can become 
spiritually-minded. 

14 See Kelly M. Kapic (46): “we must recognize that [Owen] often uses the word ‘universal’ as 
shorthand for the totality of a person’s various faculties.” 

15 Owen says little about the will’s function in meditation.  Kapic persuasively argues that Owen 
has an understanding of infused grace as the aspect of sanctification that permits a person to respond to 
God through moral actions (50-53).  In other words, meditation in context of spiritual renovation enables 
the will to act in accordance with the godly precepts understood through meditation.  

16Henry Ireton was “kinsman” to John Hutchinson (Memoirs 75-76) and a “personal friend” to 
Owen (Toon, God’s Statesman 33).  Independent pastor Robert Ferguson tutored Hutchinson’s son and 
knew Owen through the church; they were both prosecuted under the Five Mile Act, and Owen left 
Ferguson a legacy of five pounds (148, 157).  Arthur Annesley, the Earl of Anglesey, knew Hutchinson and 
was also on familiar terms with Owen (138). 

17  See Owen’s Works 7: 263 and 16: 74-96 for some of Owen’s discussions of a pastor’s duties.  
Preaching and praying are a pastor’s most important duties, and Owen explicitly states that neither will 
prove effective without a thorough knowledge of the current spiritual state of the flock—otherwise, the 
sermons will miss the mark and the prayers will be uninformed.  

18 See the first volume of Richard A. Muller’s Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics for a 
thorough discussion of the development of Reformed prolegomena to theology across Europe in the two 
hundred years following the Reformation.  In Divine Discourse, Sebastian Rehnman argues at length that 
Theologoumena Pantodapa ought to be considered in light of the broader tradition.  

19 Although Order and Disorder is a meditative poem in the sense that it conveys the content of 
Hutchinson’s meditations, it is a biblical epic in terms of genre.  As Wilcher has noted, the first five cantos 
of Order and Disorder have strong formal similarities to a hexameral epic (“Lucy Hutchinson and Genesis 
28-32).  More significantly, Louise Cowan has defined the epic in terms of cosmopoesis:  

 
As for epic, a work should be identifiable as belonging to that category, whatever its 
medium, length, or style, when what can be observed from within it activates a full and 
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complete cosmos.  This is to say that epic displays on a panoramic scale an entire way of 
life—caught, it is true, at a moment of radical change and yet, viewed from an omni-
dimensional standpoint, in that very act transfigured and preserved. (3) 
 

Since Order and Disorder presents a comprehensive vision of the cosmos (including God, eternity and 
infinity, the arche and telos of human existence, evil, Creation, and Providence), it can be regarded as an 
epic of seventeenth-century English Independents. 

20 See Norbrook, “Memoirs and Oblivion,” where he argues that Hutchinson forged the letter to 
Parliament in which her husband, John, ostensibly recants his participation in the regicide.  See also 
Giuseppina Iacono Lobo, “Lucy Hutchinson’s Revisions of Conscience,” 317-319. 

21 For a timeline of Hutchinson’s life, including the likely dates of composition and publication of 
her work, see Norbrook, Order and Disorder (ix-xi).  For an exhaustive account of the reception of 
Lucretius in seventeenth-century England in relation to Hutchinson’s career, see Barbour and Norbrook’s 
introduction to Volume 1 of Hutchinson’s collected works.  Regarding Lucretius’s changing reputation, 
Barbour and Norbrook cite the example of Meric Casaubon (among others), who in the 1650s was said to 
quote De Rerum Natura as he rode and to extol the poem among friends, but by the late 1660s openly 
criticized him along with other Epicureans for their bad morality (1: cx). 

22 In a 1670 letter to Casaubon (see previous note), John Evelyn, who also translated De Rerum 
Natura in the 1650s, attributed his efforts to the rash ambition of youth.  Strangely, though, Casaubon had 
prompted Evelyn to begin the project in the first place (Hutchinson’s Works 1: cix-cx). 

23 As such, I do not attempt to explain why Hutchinson translated De Rerum Natura.  That 
important inquiry lies beyond the bounds of the present argument.  

24 Although, as frequently occurs in Hutchinson’s biography, a lack of clear evidence hinders the 
quest for precision, it seems likely that Hutchinson did not wear the laurel crown in her portrait because she 
had conceived of but not completed her translation of Lucretius by the time she sat for her portrait.  
Norbrook dates the portrait from the late 1640s or early 1650s (Order and Disorder xv), while the 
generally accepted date for the translation is in the mid- to late-1650s.  

25 As De Groot argues, lack of clear evidence makes it difficult to say with any precision the 
extent or nature of Hutchinson’s involvement in manuscript transmission.  Nevertheless, Hutchinson did 
keep a commonplace book with John Denham and other unidentified scribes or writers, and the evidence 
presented by De Groot does implicate Hutchinson in the coterie culture of manuscription during the 1630s 
and 1650s.  Significantly, the commonplace book reveals an interest in the translation of Latin poetry into 
English, with translations of selections from Virgil’s Aeneid from both Denham (probably composed in the 
1630s and revised in the 1650s) and Sidney Godolphin, translations of a number of the Psalms by Thomas 
Carew, as well as translations of Ovid apparently translated by Hutchinson herself (De Groot 148-49). 

26 For a much more thoroughly documented example of manuscript circulation, with some 
important similarities to Hutchinson’s situation, see Peter Beal’s recent discussion of John Donne and 
manuscript circulation.  Donne published in manuscript rather than in print in part because it gave him 
more control over the text.  Unfortunately for Donne, Beal adds, “for all his caution, Donne’s texts did 
generally escape out of his control” (124).   Regarding the circulation of Donne’s texts, Beal writes: 
“Transmission was also subject to the common process of manuscript culture whereby texts were liable to 
be copied, and sometimes adapted, to suit the tastes, standards, and requirements of compilers and readers, 
rather than out of any sense of reverence for the sanctity of the author’s original” (124).  

27 If there were indeed other copies, the lack of further evidence of their movements is no surprise.  
Andrew Pettegree has shown the difficulty of early modern books surviving to modern times.  See The 
Book and the Renaissance 319-332 for an account of the history of European libraries and the threats they 
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have faced.  Pettegree writes:  “Of all the books published in the French language in the sixteenth century, 
more than half are presently known in only one located copy.  If this is so, if so many books have survived 
in one example of several hundred printed, then how many have been lost altogether” (333).  Books in 
seventeenth-century England probably have a better chance of survival than those in sixteenth-century 
France: they are slightly newer, and modern history has been relatively kind to the British Isles.  Similarly, 
Beal surmises that the extant manuscripts of Donne’s work “must be only a fraction of the number once in 
existence” (122).  Any additional manuscripts of Hutchinson’s translation would have been created in an 
extraordinarily tumultuous time, and loss or destruction would be eminently reasonable outcomes. 

28 Susan Cook argues that Hutchinson did not intend to publish the Memoirs and her 
autobiography in her lifetime, and that the assumption of a chronologically remote audience granted her 
greater freedom than would have been possible were she writing for her contemporaries, as she would be 
freed from gendered constraints.  If Cook’s argument is sound, then the scenario I am suggesting is more 
likely.  We know that Hutchinson’s translation of Lucretius was contested in explicitly gendered terms by 
Sir Aston Cockayne, who encouraged his friend Alexander Brome to step up his own efforts in translating: 
“I know a Lady that hath been about / the same designe, but she must needes give out….The taske is 
masculine” (qtd. in Hutchinson’s Works 1: xxiii).  Hutchinson’s probable awareness of and compliance to 
such entrenched cultural attitudes likely influenced her decision not to print her translation when she 
initially finished it.  Her hand may have been forced by new information concerning a hypothetical lost 
manuscript, leading to the presentation of an official copy to the Earl of Anglesey with the request that her 
dedicatory letter be attached to any printed version.  Similarly, the anonymous publication of the first five 
cantos of Order and Disorder may have been prompted by the same events. 

29 For the story of how Hutchinson marshaled powerful allies to help include her husband in the 
Act of Oblivion, see Norbrook “Memoirs and Oblivion.” 

30  Hugh de Quehen’s remark is typical: “there is no mistaking [Hutchinson’s] determination ‘to 
understand things I had heard so much discourse of at second hand’.  The Puritan drive towards truth and 
the concomitant distrust of intermediaries coincide here with the new scientific search for first-hand 
knowledge” (1).  For similar interpretations, see also Hutchinson’s Works (1: cxvii); Barbour (“Between 
the Atoms and the Spirit” 3); Getz (15); Mayer (321). 

31 Norbrook rightly points out that the “conventional element” of the recantation places 
Hutchinson “in the long Christian tradition in which poets apologize for earlier, sinful works” (Order and 
Disorder xviii).  He follows his remarks by claiming that the palinodic tradition “always had the effect of 
reminding readers of how powerful those earlier writings must have been for their ill effects to occasion so 
much penitence,” as if the palinodes were really advertisements.  I wonder, however, if conventionality 
implies such a lack of sincerity.  There seems to be no good reason to discount the very real possibility that 
Hutchinson (and other Christian writers) may have regarded penitence as an important aspect of their faith. 

32 Although Barbour and Norbrook offer a deeply insightful and informative reading of 
Hutchinson’s letter to the Earl of Anglesey, they underestimate Hutchinson’s rejection of Lucretius when 
they claim that “her condemnations of Lucretius…should not be taken too literally” (1: cxvii) because 
Hutchinson allows him to “emerge with some credit” as a philosopher.  “If he is found wanting,” the 
reasoning goes, “so are all pagan thinkers” (1: cxx).  For Hutchinson (or any other Puritan), however, all 
pagan thinkers are not merely wanting: they are damned as a result of their failure to submit to God through 
revelation of the covenant of grace.  The only credit Lucretius emerges with from Hutchinson’s letter is that 
he erred without the Gospel, while Hutchinson’s other polemical targets erred with it.  While Hutchinson 
mitigates his faults, she does so without excusing them.  

33 Hutchinson unfavorably compares the Helicon of classical learning to the biblical spring of 
Truth in both the Preface to Order and Disorder (4) and the Letter to the Earl of Anglesey (De Rerum 
Natura 24-25). 
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34 Hutchinson’s elegies were edited by Norbrook in his essay “Lucy Hutchinson’s ‘Elegies’ and 
the Situation of the Republican Woman Writer (with text),” originally published in English Literary 
Renaissance 27.3 (1997) and later revised and reprinted in Anne Clifford and Lucy Hutchinson, the fifth 
volume of the Ashgate Critical Essays on Women Writers in England 1500-1700.  Throughout the 
“Elegies,” Hutchinson describes herself in a place of personal crisis with the recent death of her husband, 
the impending sale of the Owthorpe estate, and the collapse of the Republican project all lurking in the 
background.  Her sense of loss was acute: “Vnwellcome life why dost Thou Stay / When all Thy Joys are 
fled away” (xiii.1-2), and she resorted to theological commonplaces in her attempt to work through the 
trauma.  In the first poem, for example, she describes John as a martyred Stephen, who “On God alone he 
fixt his steadfast looke / Till God into himself his Creature tooke” with a resulting ability (reminiscent of 
Boethius’s De Consolatione Philosophiae) to see past disasters with “God like eies” (i.39-42).  Similarly, 
the second poem imagines Hutchinson’s personal loss in Edenic terms, as a “to be reentred paradice” 
(ii.28), while poem 2A looks to the Eschaton, when “Shall our King his Shining host display” as he solves 
the problems caused by the “impious rebells” who wrongly imprisoned John Hutchinson (iiA.38-54).  
There are, of course, numerous other examples, but this is not the place for a comprehensive reading of the 
“Elegies”.  Suffice it to say that Hutchinson both perceives and responds to a massive personal crisis in part 
by turning to her religious beliefs. 

35 In the religious commonplace book, Hutchinson’s two statements of faith, which she appended 
to the notes on Calvin’s Institutes, are dated 1667 and 1668, while a number of the sermon notes are dated 
at various times in 1673.  To date there has been no critical investigation into the manuscript. 

36 Mayer claims that Hutchinson “stipulates her own religious beliefs at length five times in less 
than a decade,” but what such a ‘stipulation’ might involve is unclear.  The treatise to her daughter and the 
two overt statements of faith in the religious commonplace book seem to fit the bill, though one might 
quibble that “A briefe summe of what I believe” might not be “at length.”  Order and Disorder is less 
obviously a stipulation of belief than an artistic representation including beliefs that Hutchinson regarded as 
true.  The other “stipulation” must include one of Hutchinson’s translation of Owen and her study on 
Calvin, which is a confusing state of affairs.  Surely, for one, a translation is the stipulation of someone 
else’s belief; Hutchinson thought independently enough to make the assumption of wholesale agreement 
naïve.  Even if we assume (as Mayer does) that Hutchinson accepts Owen’s account of theology without 
qualification, it is difficult to argue that an acceptance of Owen necessitates a rejection of Calvin. 

37 See Keeble, The Literary Culture of Nonconformity in later seventeenth-century England and 
The Restoration: England in the 1660s; Norbrook, Writing the English Republic; Sharpe and Lake, Culture 
and Politics in Early Stuart England; Lunger Knoppers, Puritanism and Its Discontents; and Houston and 
Pincus, A Nation Transformed: England after the Restoration. 

38 Owen’s comments may also help explain why Hutchinson passed the manuscript on to the Earl 
of Anglesey, for Owen left room for cautious use of classical poets (Owen’s Works 17: 17-18).  He cites a 
multitude of ancient sources, with varying degrees of approval, throughout portions of Theologoumena 
Pantodapa that Hutchinson studied. 

Chapter Three 

1 See Mortimer 196-232 on Owen’s political efforts in the 1650s.  Her pioneering study into 
Socinianism in seventeenth-century England is important tool for any inquiry into the continuing alteration 
of religious culture, especially as the first major critical endeavor since H. John McLachlan’s Socinianism 
in Seventeenth-Century England, which approaches the matter from a confessional point of view.  See also 
Michael Lieb’s related study of how Milton denied Socinianism while appropriating some of its arguments 
(“Milton and the Socinian Heresey”). 
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2 See Donnelly 15-18, where he defines “Protestant tolerance” in relation to Milton, and 49-69, 

where he asserts that Milton’s ontological and anthropological monism inform his understanding of 
conscience, which in turn undergird his arguments for toleration among Protestants.  Because Milton 
believed in “the ontological goodness of creation,” he thought that right reason, or the human conscience 
“is capable of participating in the good, as well as the true, and the beautiful,” which in turn allows the 
conscience to guide people through moral choices as they participate in the goodness of creation (50).  

3 See Coffey 238-45 for a discussion of Owen’s role in the Savoy Conference as relates to 
Protestant toleration.  Although it is impossible to say precisely how Owen may have influenced 
proceedings, Coffey states that it he “almost certainly had a hand in drafting the Savoy Confession” (241).   

4 Whether or not John Owen lived through the Reformation is certainly a controvertible point, and 
I do not wish to wade into those murky waters; by now, the very existence of the Reformation has been 
debated.  Scholars routinely indicate out the term’s ambiguity, mention a number of reformations spread 
throughout space and time, then conclude that the term, though a grossly imprecise oversimplification, is 
actually quite useful.  I shall follow suit.  In one sense it does not matter if Owen participated in the 
Reformation; even if he did not, it already had profoundly shaped the entire culture in which he lived. 

5 Owen was one of over 2000 clergy who lost their positions in 1662 because they refused to 
conform to the Act of Uniformity by publically endorsing everything contained in the Book of Common 
Prayer and undergoing episcopal ordination. 

6 In his essay outlining a brief history of seventeenth-century anti-Trinitarianism in England, Nigel 
Smith writes: 

 
 “By 1654, the prominent Indepdendent divine and chaplain to Oliver Cromwell, John 
Owen, was Vice-Chancellor of Oxford University.  On March 2, he was asked to answer 
Biddle’s Twofold Catechism just as the Council of State was debating it, and in the event 
deferring its debate.  Owen duly produced the formidable Vindiciae Evangelicae of 1655, 
a work of some 683 pages (discounting the index), together with a 44-page appendix.  
Biddle is written into a longer, highly detailed history of anti-Trinitarian heresy, with 
copious references to Socinian writers and Faustus Socinus himself, themselves situated 
in a larger history of heresies. (172) 

7 Westcott’s edition, entitled Biblical Theology, remains the only full English translation of 
Theologoumena Pantodapa.  However, Westcott writes for an implied audience of laypeople reading for 
spiritual edification and, consequently, his translation is not suited for careful scholarship.  For example, 
the English version does not signal the many times when Owen inserts Greek and Hebrew terminology into 
his Latin argument, a fact which is insignificant for a layperson, but often crucial for a critic.  Also, 
Westcott’s version often does not reflect Owen’s use of the technical theological language.  There is, 
furthermore, general inattention to critical apparatus. 

8 Theologoumena Pantodapa is unusual among Owen’s works with respect to the language used.  
The vast majority of his published works are in English.  The nature of the work as specialist discourse, 
written by a theologian to theologians, indicates that Owen envisioned an educated rather than a popular 
audience.  In addition, he may have sought a reading among continental theologians.  Again, Owen may 
have considered the Socinian heresy and its application in Hobbes such a serious matter that it needed to be 
discussed in Latin to protect the uneducated laity.  Significantly, he did not bring any of their Latin texts 
before Parliament for censure; he was only moved to action with the publication of an English translation in 
Amsterdam in 1652. 

9 Similarly, J.I. Packer speculates in the foreword to Stephen P. Westcott’s edition that “the work 
began life as lectures to students in Oxford University” (xii). 
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10 See Owen, Biblical Theology (724-25).  The note refers to page 687 in Westcott’s translation.  
Despite the unfortunate lack of critical distance in Westcott’s claim, it is both plausible and supported by 
the textual evidence that I adduce above. 

11 This and all subsequent references to the Bible are taken from the 1599 edition of the Geneva 
Bible.  In Theologoumena Pantodapa, Owen frequently quotes the Bible in the original Hebrew or Greek; 
when he does so in passages quoted in this dissertation, I use the Geneva translation for ease of reading.  

12 Regarding the Socinian doctrine of Christ’s mediatorial office, see John Rogers, 208-10.  
Rogers observes that Socinianism dissociated the Crucifixion from the Atonement, arguing that Christ 
made expiation for sins only once he had been resurrected and ascended to Heaven: “The reconciliation of 
God and man after the Fall, the expiation of sins—all of those events that traditional theology had tied to 
the crucifixion itself—are carefully disentangled by the Socinians from mactation, the actual death of 
Christ, which in and of itself had no impact on the redemption of man” (209).  

13 This and all subsequent references to Leviathan uses Edwin Curley’s edition of 1994.  The first 
two numbers refer to Hobbes’ chapter and section numbers, respectively, while the third indicates the page 
number in Curley’s edition. 

14 See Wallis, Elenchus A2-A4 and an English translation in Owen, Correspondence 86-88.  

15 Owen was Dean from 1651-57.  For a brief history of Owen’s tenure in both positions, see Toon 
Correspondence 45-50.  Toon’s God’s Statesman offers a more comprehensive account in the third chapter, 
50-79.  Although Toon lacks the critical distance from his subject requisite for a reliable scholarly 
biography, his biography is the only remotely recent one available. 

16 See Henry Stubbe, Radical Protestantism, and the Early Enlightenment, where Jacob argues that 
the apparent change in Stubbe’s politics may have been due to his attempts to avoid censorship after the 
Restoration and that a closer reading attentive to possible double meanings often shows more continuity 
than previously thought.  

17 Crawford Gribben has recently questioned the accuracy of the Bibliotheca Oweniana as a guide 
to Owen’s reading habits.  Not only are the contents of one’s bookshelves a notoriously unreliable guide to 
what one has actually read, many books in the catalogue were published not long before Owen’s death, and 
many of those, such as The Young Man’s Guide to Preferment, had no obvious relations to Owen’s 
interests.  Furthermore, the catalogue was a commercial document prepared by Edward Millington, a noted 
auctioneer, who very likely used Owen’s name to advertise his ware with commercial rather than 
bibliographical aims.  In short, Gribben recommends skepticism in regard to arguments about Owen’s 
intellectual life that are too firmly grounded in information gathered from the Bibliotheca: it may be “so 
unreliable a source that its evidence cannot be used to advance any but the most qualified claims 
concerning Owen’s intellectual interests” (332).  While Gribben is undoubtedly correct to issue his caution, 
the use of the Bibliotheca Oweniana as corroborating evidence that Owen owned, or even read, a particular 
book when other less-disputable facts point to the same conclusion seems reasonable. If the Bibliotheca 
Oweniana is to be trusted, Owen owned a number of texts written by Wallis and fellow-controversialist 
Seth Ward, Bishop of Salisbury and the Savillian Professor of Astronomy at Oxford.  The catalogue 
includes Wallis’s Elenchus Geometriae Hobbianae (1655), Due Correction of Mr Hobbs (1654), and His 
Consideration of Mr Hobbs (1666).  It also includes Ward’s Astronomia geometrica (under the misprinted 
title Anatomia geometrica).  Finally, it includes Hobbes’ Leviathan (1651) and Opera omnia philosofia uno 
Volumine (1668).  Considering Owen’s professional interest in the controversy as the Vice-Chancellor of 
Oxford University, I conclude that he very likely owned these books. 

18 Kahn’s thesis is certainly provocative and probably sound as regards Hobbes, Milton and others, 
including Hutchinson, who are to some extent engaged in creating “new narratives about the causes of the 
 



316 
 

 

civil war and the nature of political allegiance” (20).  Her thesis does not so easily encompass overtly 
theological writers such as Owen.  Although Theologoumena Pantodapa indubitably has political 
implications, but Owen certainly does not see himself as a poet inventing plausible fictions but rather as a 
pastor communicating truth.  

19 Trueman writes of Ball:  
 
[H]is work on the covenant of grace offers a six page preliminary chapter analyzing the 
use of berith and its cognates in scripture, along with careful comparison to the 
Septuagint translation, the Syriac, and the textual work of Erasmus and Beza…. [I]t is 
very clear from Ball that the Reformed understood covenant to be a term which could be 
used in a variety of ways….The idea that one could have posed a question as blunt as that 
of asking whether the Reformed believed in ‘covenant or contract?’…is not simply 
anachronistic; it does not even begin to take account of the complexity, linguistic and 
otherwise, of Orthodox discussion. (Reformed Catholic 73).  

20 Franck Lessay successfully argues that Hobbes promulgates a heterodox version of covenant 
theology.  My discussion of Leviathan differs from Lessay in its insistence on specific nature and 
consequence of that heterodoxy.  While Lessay focuses on Hobbes’ treatment of the mediator of the 
covenant, my analysis acknowledges that Hobbes’ ontological materialism on shaped his covenant theology 
and effectively wrote communion with God out of the picture.  

21See David Johnston 167-68. 

22 Martinich rightly identifies Hobbes’ inconsistency in determining the starting point of God’s 
special covenant with Israel.  After noting passages suggesting that Noah and even Adam might be 
included, he concludes that “Hobbes’ preferred account is that God’s kingdom begins properly with either 
Abraham or Moses” (287).  The important difference between Abraham and Moses, I suggest, is that while 
Abraham might be regarded as the head of a family rather than a king, Moses is unquestionably the leader 
of a much larger group of people—precisely the same reason that Martinich offers for why Hobbes did not 
regard Noah as the first lieutenant of the special covenant.  

23 Leviathan 41.3: 328-29. 

24 By identifying the arguments Hobbes made in Leviathan as heterodox, Lessay charts a middle 
course between the more extreme positions of Martinich and the long tradition of scholars identifying 
Hobbes as an atheist (of which Edwin Curley is a recent, notable inheritor).  The reaction Hobbes met with 
in his own time strongly suggests he was not at all regarded as orthodox by contemporary standards, but at 
the same time, he did clearly profess orthodoxy (not least to avoid censure, censorship, and even harsher 
punishments).  The question of Hobbes’ faith is vexed and unlikely to be resolved any time soon, and so a 
middle course is in order. 

25 Scholar such as Kahn have accepted Hobbes’ contractualized definition of covenant without 
acknowledging that his ontology separates him from some of  his contemporaries who were also writing 
covenant theology.  Kahn’s brief section on covenant theology is revealing: in her estimation, covenant 
theologians were “developing their own distinctive version of contractualism” (48) as they described the 
covenant as a heavenly contract which necessitates proper hermeneutics.  Because “God accepts the will 
for the deed,” Kahn argues, he offers humanity “equitable judgment” which encourages reading the 
covenant of grace figuratively through “equitable interpretation”  By encouraging sinners to scrutinize 
Scripture like a contract or will (testament), covenant theology offered them legal options with God.  It thus 
“enabled the fallen sinner” to interpret Scritpure by “suggest[ing] a saving legalism” under the covenant of 
grace with a God more “calculable and dependable” than Calvin’s (53-55).  I contend, along with historians 
of theology such as Muller, Rehnman, Trueman, and Van Astelt, that Owen and many of his theological 
contemporaries held a different view and conceived of the covenant as being far more complex than a 
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contract.  In Theologoumena Pantodapa, Owen makes the epistemic distinction between archetypal and 
ectypal theology: that is, theology as it is, and theology as finite, fallen sinners can understand it (Owen’s 
Works 17.36-37).  All his subsequent arguments must be understood in terms of that distinction—whatever 
else God and his covenants might be, “calculable” is not the word. “[I]pse [Deus] solus se cognoscat 
perfecte” ‘Only [God] himself may know himself perfectly’ because “Deus infinite sciens et sapiens est’ 
“God is infinitely knowing and infinitely wise” (17.36).  Because fallen and finite sinners are simply 
inadequate to comprehend or express God as he is in himself, we can only know what he reveals to us by 
grace.  Also, as Rehnman has noted, this fundamental insistence that God is intelligible by grace but 
ultimately incomprehensible, is maintained by Owen throughout his work.  Whatever else Owen’s 
contractual or legal metaphors might do, they certainly do not result in a calculable God subject to 
equitable judgment.  Rather, they work with his understanding of an infinitely incomprehensible God who 
condescends to make himself knowable through revelation.  Metaphors are necessary to speak of the 
infinite, but they are wholly insufficient to accurately represent it.  I discuss Owen’s epistemic and 
hermeneutical distinctions, along with Hutchinson’s poetic use of them, in Chapter 4. 

26 According to Martinich, when Hobbes equates gift with grace, 
 
his effort is odd. For his definition attributes grace to humans, not to God.  When a 
human unilaterally transfers his right to something, then he is the origin of grace, 
according to Hobbes’ definition, even though traditionally God should be the 
source....Hobbes cannot get his definition of grace to fit his conception of God.  Although 
his treatment of grace has gone awry, I do not see any feature of this account that should 
lead one to think that Hobbes is consciously trying to subvert the idea of grace. (Two 
Gods 139) 

 
Here some of the difficulties of Martinich’s attempt to demonstrate Hobbes’ orthodoxy come to the 
forefront.  If my argument is correct, Hobbes’ “effort” in attributing grace to humanity rather than God is 
not “odd” but rather the logical outcome of his consistent tendency to separate unmediated divine action 
from the human sphere.   

27 Similarly, the “new covenant” instituted by Christ is for Hobbes just another political kingdom.  
The original covenant with the people of Israel was broken when they decided to replace God’s kingly rule 
with Saul’s.  The new covenant is simply the restoration of the Kingdom to God.  Hobbes’ marginal note 
summarizes the case: “The End of Christ’s coming was to renew the Covenant of the Kingdom of God, and 
to persuade the Elect to embrace it” (Leviathan 41.4: 329).  Just as the first covenant was of merit, or in the 
theological language of the time, of works, so is the new covenant which reiterates the first. 

28 Leviathan 3.12: 15.  Curley notes that Hobbes does not maintain his negative theology 
consistently: when “[u]nder pressure,” he occasionally makes positive claims regarding God, but “they 
often turn out to be highly unorthodox” (Leviathan xii). 

29 Leviathan 36.11: 285-86; 36.19: 290-91 

30 See Martinich’s account of Hobbes’ reaction to the Covenanters in The Two Gods of Leviathan 
143-150. 

31 See Trueman, Claims of Truth 13-19; Reformed Catholic 12-17; and Rehnman, Divine 
Discourse 25-44. 

32 Muller’s account of the prolegomena follows the organizational principle of most of the 
Reformed texts that he studies.  His comprehensive study of the topics considered in the prolegomena 
occupies the second half of Volume 1 of Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics. 

33 See the Racovian Catechism 20-23, 301-02. 
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34 Eve does not feature at all in Owen’s account of the covenant of works.  He does not allude to 
her at all until the beginning of Book II when quoting God’s judgment of Satan, and he does not mention 
her by name until Seth is born once Cain has killed Abel!  Such an absence is striking and baffling: does it 
seek to guard Eve from the long history of antifeminist arguments made from the story of the Fall by 
circumventing her role entirely?  Owen does state that, although “peccatum per mulierem in mundum 
intraverit: ‘sin entered the world through a woman,’ that Satan was “suasore et impulsore” ‘persuader and 
instigator’ (Works 17.135, emphasis original).  Or does it tend to efface her with respect to anything but her 
reproductive function?  Whichever way Owen’s treatment of Eve is taken, it is certainly open to various 
interpretations, especially when considered in context of his explicit omission of a discussion of the Fall.  
Although the topic lies beyond the boundaries of the present study, it could prove interesting for further 
inquiry, especially given the contentious nature of recent discussions of competing seventeenth-century 
accounts of the Fall in Milton, Hutchinson, du Bartas, Hobbes, and others.  Certainly Hutchinson, who 
sympathetically highlights Eve’s part in the story, narrates these events much more thoroughly than Owen.  
While recognizing the complexity of gender in the seventeenth century, and especially of the part gender 
took in the Fall, I also recognize that the telos of my project is to interpret, not to criticize, the works of 
various seventeenth-century writers. Consequently, I treat Owen’s ignoring of Eve in the same way that I 
treat his use of Latin in Theologoumena Pantodapa, by letting him speak in his own words and his own 
language, regardless of what he would regard as newfangled notions about gender and the vernacular.  I 
leave whatever censure he may or may not merit to a different project.  

35 One important difference between Owen’s understanding of Adam in his prelapsarian state and 
Hobbes’ state of nature, both of which discuss primal humanity, is that Owen’s claim assumes that a good 
and peaceful state is (or at least was) natural to humanity since Adam was suited to fulfill the covenant of 
works by living in obedience to God and thus enjoying the fulfillment of his proper end.  By giving peace 
priority, ontologically as well as chronologically, to violence and corruption, Owen suggests that humans 
have a telos that transcends the violence that Hobbes argues is natural and all encompassing.  In contrast, 
when Hobbes describes the state of nature as a time of war in which everyone either inflicts or suffers 
violence, and defines peace negatively as the cessation of war, he assumes that war is more real than peace.  

36 Since Owen understands ‘natural’ theology as a specific form of revealed theology, descriptions 
of Theologoumena Pantodapa as “a stringent onslaught on the idea of a ‘natural theology’ that might 
provide a common ground for belief outside either Scripture or the traditions of the Church” (Order and 
Disorder xix) may need to be revised.  On one hand, Owen certainly would regard religious belief 
grounded anywhere except the Scripture as leading to catastrophic eternal consequences.  On the other 
hand, he would not have regarded ‘natural’ theology, which he regarded as abolished by the Fall, as a 
pressing issue for his own time. 

37 Interestingly, the Latin version of Leviathan omits the phrase altogether: “Verba sola, si de 
Futuro sunt, Donationis Signum idoneum non est” (Opera Latina 68).  Both the English Leviathan and the 
Opera Latina are included in the Bibliotheca Oweniana, but this may be a clue that Owen read at least 
Leviathan in English rather than in Latin. 

38 See also A.W.B. Simpson, A History of the Common Law of Contract, 381-93. 

39 Lessay writes: “Christ, who could only teach and preach and took care not to meddle in 
government, had therefore much more limited power than even the great prophets of Israel.  Deprived of 
any means of coercion, Christ bequeathed to his apostles and disciples who were to found the church only 
the power of ‘persuasion’, while ‘lawful authority’ he rightfully left ‘to all princes, as well Christians as 
infidels’” (264). 

40 See Origen, De Principiis II.VI.3. 
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Chapter Four 

1 See Richard A. Muller’s helpful extended definition of orthodoxy and scholasticism in post-
Reformation Protestant theology (PRRD 1: 27-37.  I follow his definition of Reformed orthodoxy as the 
“normative and defensible body of doctrine consisting of a confessional foundation and systematic 
elaboration” which prevailed among Protestants after the Reformation (1: 27).  Such a definition does not 
presuppose a monolithic system with no latitude for disagreement or innovation; the era of Reformed 
orthodoxy spanned roughly two centuries and an entire continent.  Instead, it points to the centrally agreed 
doctrinal positions that identified those who held them as Protestants, leaving a fair amount of room for 
quibbling over terms, proposing new distinctions and categories, and even doctrinal controversy. 

2 For a persuasive argument that Hutchison’s ontology rejects primordial violence in favor of a 
Christian metaphysics of peace, see Evan Getz’s unpublished dissertation, especially his comparison of 
Margaret Cavendish’s aesthetics of sublimity against Hutchinson’s aesthetics of beauty in the third chapter. 

3 See Elizabeth Scott-Bauman, “Lucy Hutchinson, The Bible and Order and Disorder.”; Line 
Cottegnies, “The Garden and the Tower”; Susan Cook, “The Story I Most Particularly Intend”; Patricia 
Hammons, “Gender, Sexuality, and Material Objects in English Renaissance Verse”; Erica Longfellow’s 
chapter on “The Transfiguration of Colonel Hutchinson in Lucy Hutchinson’s Elegies” in her monograph 
Women and Religious Writing in Early Modern England; and Shannon Miller, “Maternity, Marriage, and 
Contract.” 

4 See Reid Barbour’s argument in “Between the Atoms and The Spirit: Lucy Hutchinson’s 
Translation of Lucretius ” that Hutchinson translated De Rerum Natura in part because the Lucretian ethic 
allowed her to process the chaos of the Civil War; Norman Keeble’s introduction to his edition of The 
Memoirs of the Life of Colonel Hutchinson; and Norbrook’s introduction to his edition of Order and 
Disorder, along with “Lucy Hutchinson’s Elegies and the Situation of the Republican Woman Writer” and 
“Memoir and Oblivion: Lucy Hutchinson and the Restoration.” 

5 See Reid Barbour, “Between Atoms and the Spirit: Lucy Hutchinson’s Translation of Lucretius”; 
and Jonathan Goldberg, “Lucy Hutchinson Writing Matter.”  

6 In particular, Norbrook’s extremely brief description of Theologoumena Pantodapa as an assault 
on natural theology intended to undercut the Royalist conception of science has, despite its minimal 
engagement with Owen’s argument, become a topos in the literature.  Its effect has been to subsume 
Hutchinson’s interest in theology into Norbrook’s extensive research on her status as a member of the 
Republican minority after the Restoration.  Norbrook’s statement is found in Order and Disorder (xix).  
See for example Wilcher (“Paraphrase, Epic, Romance’ 27). 

7 Rehnman writes: “Owen’s most important contribution to Reformed prolegomena is the 
Theologoumena Pantodapa...[Its object] is the discipline of theology, and it consists of dissertations on the 
origin, nature, and progress of the knowledge of God, and although it probably contains his introductory 
lectures to students of theology at the University of Oxford, it is perhaps one of Owen’s more technical 
works.  Its style is succint [sic] and concise, but the width of learning it reveals is remarkable, as the treatise 
compasses nearly all the learning of that time, and digresses into numerous disputed points of doctrine” 
(Divine Discourse 17-18). Although Rehnman correctly observes that Owen uses “the historical-
economical method of federal theology” rather than the “loci method…found among Protestants” to 
organize Theologoumena Pantodapa (156), he fails to note that Owen does in fact uses both.  Similarly, 
Trueman emphasizes Owen’s “historically focused approach” over the topical approach (Claims of Truth 
49).  In the first three chapters, Owen uses the loci as he deals with the presuppositional issues central to 
the prolegomena.  Only after the first three chapters does he begin his venture into federal or covenant 
theology following the scriptural narrative.  Such an oversight is unfortunate, since it is likely that Owen 
recognized the nature of covenant theology as a hermeneutical principle for interpreting the entirety of 
Scripture.  In the context of a work beginning with his assumptions regarding the discipline of theology, 
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this foray into covenant theology can be read as Owen’s initial sketch of biblical exegesis based on the 
foundational issues raised in the first three chapters. 

8 Hutchinson’s use of the divisions of theology strongly suggests that she composed at least the 
first canto of Order and Disorder either after or during her study of Theologoumena Pantodapa. 

9 Her study has been referred to erroneously as a “translation,” a situation probably arising from 
the timeline of Hutchinson’s life in Norbrook’s edition of Order and Disorder, where Hutchinson’s notes 
are cited as “Translation from Owen, Theologoumena Pantodapa.” Other scholars such as Getz (3), 
Goldberg (276), and Wilcher (27) have followed suit.  In reality, however, On Theologie is more of an 
abridgement of summary of Theologoumena Pantodapa in English and does not even attempt to render 
Owen’s text sentence by sentence.  For example, Hutchinson condenses Owen’s first three paragraphs 
(Owen’s Works 17: 27-28), all large, into a single, relatively brief paragraph which does not contain 
Owen’s citation of Galen or various Greek phrases (Christian Religion 141).  The same method is at work 
throughout Hutchinson’s text, with some passages receiving more thorough treatment than others. Her 
notes break off at the end of Owen’s Book II.  

10 See Hugh de Quehen’s introduction to his edition of Hutchinson’s translation of De Rerum 
Natura, especially 13-18. 

11 See Muller, PRRD 1:108-10; Rehnman 57-58. 

12 Perhaps Owen’s simultaneous use of the concept and denial of the name of archetypal theology 
helps to explain Westcott’s significant error in translation.  Where Owen’s Latin reads “Haec ideo primæ 
veritatis ispam se perfectissime comprehendentis atque amantis cognitio, non nisi improprie a quibusdam 
theolgia άρχέτυποϛ dicitur” (Owen’s Works 17: 36). Westcott’s version omits the “nisi,” reversing Owen’s 
meaning.  His defective rendering runs: “We will say, then, that this attribute of absolute Godhead, to know 
“first-truths” in knowing, comprehending, and loving itself, may not improperly be called ‘archetypal 
theology’” (15).  A more accurate translation would be “Therefore this knowledge of first truth as it 
perfectly comprehends and loves itself, is not, unless improperly [as] by some, called άρχέτυποϛ [ie, 
archetypal] theology.”  Owen’s next sentence equates the “some” who improperly use the term archetypal 
theology with the scholastic “theologiam” whom he has rather theatrically been reprimanding.  Rehnman 
silently appropriates Westcott’s erroneous rendering of the passage when he writes that “[t]he fullness of 
[God’s] self-knowledge is not therefore improperly called archetypal theology.”  He furthermore indicates 
that Owen’s acceptance of the term differs from Turretin’s “reluctance” and instead follows Junius and 
Polanus, who “shows no hesitancy in using ‘theology’ in the context of God’s [self-]knowledge” (60).  
Considering that Rehnman had previously disparaged Westcott’s work in no uncertain terms (it is “of such 
inferior quality that it cannot be used for serious study” (17 n. 3)), Rehnman’s failure to translate for 
himself is surprising.  Muller more accurately identifies Owen’s “reluctance to identify theologia archetypa 
as a ‘proper’ use of the term theology” and notes his affinities with Turretin rather than Junius and Polanus 
on this issue (1: 233).  It is certainly worth noting that Hutchinson’s abridgment of this passage is correct, 
reading “this knowledge of the first or originall truth, most perfectly comprehending itselfe, is by some, 
very improperly, calld truth in the architipe.  I doubt, they scarce understand their owne meaning therein” 
(On Theologie 152). 

13 Both Muller (1: 221-67) and Rehnman (60-71) point to the long tradition of these distinctions, 
stretching well into medieval times, and brought into Reformed orthodoxy having been revised for 
consistency with Protestant theology. 

14 I am indebted to Donnelly’s distinction between fallenness and finitude, made implicitly in 
Milton’s Scriptural Reasoning 34-37 and operant throughout his work. 

15 Here Hutchinson is invoking a version of the distinction between the natural and supernatural 
means of understanding Scripture found in Owen’s Works 4: 126, 199-210. 
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16 The gerundive carries a sense of obligation and is passive in meaning, so that the Latin 

“stupendus” can be translated as “that at which one ought to be struck senseless.” 

17 For example, in Theologoumena Pantodapa, Owen explicitly refers to the traditional 
understanding: “veritas evangelica φώϛ est” ‘evangelical truth is light (phos)’ (Owen’s Works 17: 444). 
Hutchinson translates the passage: “Theologie is devine truth itselfe…or light” (On Theologie 153). 

18 See Muller PRRD 1: 231-32; Owen’s Works 17: 36. 

19 In the seventeenth century, there were at least two accepted uses of the word “invention,” and 
some difficulties in understanding Hutchinson’s interaction with her biblical texts might be cleared up by 
disentangling these senses.  The first to appear in the Oxford English Dictionary differs significantly from 
our own contemporary usage, and is a rhetorical term meaning “The finding out or selection of topics to be 
treated, or arguments to be used” (I.1d).  In this sense, Hutchinson frequently “invents” topics which are 
not directly recorded in Scripture.  That is, she makes use of rhetorical places such as description, 
definition, or comparison as she pursues her argument.  The other sense at issue is more closely related to 
modern usage: “The action of devising, contriving, or making up; contrivance or fiction” (I.2).  In this 
sense, Hutchinson often reproves those who use “invention”—that is, she condemns them for making 
things up and passing off as true that which is not true.  Perhaps the most striking example of these 
different usages comes in Canto 3 when she condemns the “inventive brains” who argue that Paradise can 
be found on the moon or in the air, and immediately turns to describe the trees in Eden.  The difference is 
that the Bible gives no indication whatsoever that Eden was on the moon or in the air, but quite clearly 
states that there were trees and rivers in the garden.  Hutchinson practices rhetorical invention by using the 
topos of description as she imagines “tall-growing pines and cedars” on the banks of a river.  For 
Hutchinson, “invention” of what is not at all in the Bible is far removed from “rhetorical invention” of her 
argument based closely on the scriptural text. 

20 See Muller’s treatment of Reformed exegesis in PRRD 2: 490-502. 

21 See Getz’s discussion of Hutchinson’s use of the analogia entis (70-102), where he draws 
heavily on David Bentley Hart’s understanding of the concept (The Beauty of the Infinite 241-49).  Hart 
advances his argument with Heidegger’s metaphysics in the background, and his approach is certainly more 
doctrinaire than historical.  Indeed, he explicitly asserts that he uses the term “in the very particular sense it 
was given in the last century by the remarkable Erich Przywara” (241).  

Przywara’s highly significant work, Analogia Entis, sparked off some of the most important 
ecumenical theological discussions of the 20th Century, most notably in his controversy with Swiss 
Reformed theologian Karl Barth.  Przywara, a Catholic, sought to revive the analogia entis as a means of 
confronting secular postmodern discourse.  As he did so, he contested the historical Protestant position 
described by Muller, who argues that the Reformed distinction between archetypal and ectypal theology 
assumed “the collapse of the analogia entis under the Scotist critique (PRRD 1: 109).  Muller continues: 

Scotus’ terminology presses a distinction between the infinite, divine, and ideal order 
(theologia in se, or, in Protestant scholastic usage, theologia archetypa) and the finite 
order known to us (theologia nostra or theologia in subiecto)…Scotus, the nominalists 
after him, and virtually all of the formulators of Protestant theology denied the Thomist 
analogia entis and declared that no proportion exists between the finite and the infinite 
(finiti et infinit nulla proportio). (1: 234). 

Przywara, in contrast, argues that “The analogia entis is the origin, ground of truth, content, and extent of 
our natural knowledge of God” (qtd. in Betz 51), although he still insisted on the need for revelation.  
Barth, for his part, feared that Przywara’s doctrine did not sufficiently emphasize Christ’s unique status as 
the revealed Word of God (White 10).  

The controversy between Przywara and Barth, then, reprises and extends (though in a manner 
conditioned by their twentieth-century theological and philosophical contexts) the same issue which 
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Reformed theologians faced.  Owen and Hutchinson, I contend, took the standard Protestant position, 
which anticipates Barth’s insistence on revelation as the sole basis for human knowledge of God (as 
opposed to knowledge that God exists). 

Although Przywara’s Analogia Entis has not yet appeared in an English version of the German 
original, John Betz and David Bentley Hart’s new translation is forthcoming from Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co.  Thomas Joseph White’s collection of essays contextualizing and interpreting the 
controversy between Przywara and Barth provides an excellent point of entry into that field of study. 

22 See Owen’s Works 17: 45-54. 

Chapter Five 

1 Hutchinson’s narration of the first day is concise as it provides the basic pattern for subsequent 
days: “God called forth Light: that Word the creature made” (1.310).  Even if the capitalization did not 
indicate a reference to the second person of the Trinity, Hutchinson has previously invoked the Reformed 
scholastic understanding of the immanent Trinity, in which opera Trinitatis ad extra indivisa sunt, ‘the 
external acts of the Trinity are indivisible.’  Hutchinson deploys this statement in Canto 1: 

And all cooperate in all works done 
Exteriorly, yet so as every one 
In a peculiar manner suited to 
His person doth the common action do. 
Herein the Father is the principal, 
Whose sacred counsels are th’original 
Of every act; producèd by the Son, 
By’the Spirit wrought up to perfection. (105-10)  

For an account of the Reformed scholastic debates over opera ad extra, see Muller PRRD 1: 73-81; 3: 456-
73; 4: 255-73).  See also Kapic’s application of the ad extra dictum to Owen’s pastoral theology in 
Communion with God 147-205.  

2 Augustine writes: 

All teaching is either about things or signs; but things are learned about through signs.  
What I have now called things, though, in the strict sense, are those that are not 
mentioned in order to signify something, such as wood, a stone, an animal, and other 
things like that.  Not, however, that piece of wood which we read of Moses throwing into 
the bitter water to remove its bitterness; nor that stone which Jacob placed under his 
head; nor that animal which Abraham sacrificed instead of his son.  All these, in fact, are 
things in such way as also to be signs of other things. (De Doctrina Christiana 106) 

 He defines natural signs as “those which have the effect of making something else known, without there 
being any desire or intention of signifying, as for example smoke signifying fire” (129).  Hutchinson 
appears to understand Creation as a set of natural signs when considered as such: the clouds, lacking 
rationality, have no intention of signifying either a castle or a moral lesson to oppressive aristocrats.  
Nevertheless, Hutchinson suggests that they serve as what Augustine calls “conventional signs” whose 
signifying intention is given them by God as a means of revealing himself in Creation through second 
causes. 

3 See Getz’s argument that Hutchinson restores a metaphysics of formal and final cause in Order 
and Disorder.  My approach to Hutchinson’s metaphysics benefits significantly from his work and seeks 
further to develop some of his insights in context of Hutchinson’s epistemology. 
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4 See Lewalski, Protestant Poetics 179-212.  While Lewalski works within a restrictive definition 

of emblem as a “curious amalgams of picture, motto, and poem” occurring in “sacred and moral emblem 
books, especially those composed or revised by Protestants” (179), she does point to a historical approach 
focusing on an interpretive rather than generic approach to the subject.  Singling out Francis Quarles’s 
identification of “the Heavens, the Earth, nay, every Creature” as “Emblemes of [God’s] Glory,” she 
acknowledges that “[t]hings in nature could accordingly be taken as emblem subjects, and regarded as 
God’s hieroglyphics exhibiting divine truth to our senses” (185).  She does not pursue the implications that 
such an understanding of emblems may have on meditative poetry, focusing instead on “affinities” between 
Protestant emblem books and lyric poetry which suggest “presumptive evidence” of “poets’ awareness of 
certain emblematic traditions” (196).  My contention is that Hutchinson takes Quarles’s much broader 
approach to the emblem as a means not only of understanding particular aspects of Creation but also as a 
suitable means of understanding Creation itself as a whole.  

5 Norbrook rightly finds a criticism of the Restoration court in these lines (Order and Disorder 
xxviii-xxix).  

6 Job 14:1-2 reads, “Man that is borne of woman, is of short continuance, and full of trouble.  He 
shooteth foorth as a flowre, and is cut downe.”  Isaiah 40:6-8 reads, “A voyce saide, Crie. And he said, 
what shall I crie?  All flesh [is] grasse, and all the grace thereof [is] as ye floure of the fielde.  The grasse 
withereth, the floure fadeth, because the Spirit of the Lord bloweth upon it: surely the people [is] grasse.  
The grasse withereth, the floure fadeth: but the Word of our God shall stand forever.” 

7 In this regard, Hutchinson differs strikingly from Milton, whose reticence to decide between the 
competing cosmological models is well-known. 

8 For a usefully brief summary of the old cosmology, see C.S. Lewis, The Discarded Image (92-
121).  Although astronomical discoveries by Galileo and Copernicus had prompted a reevaluation of 
Ptolemaic cosmology during Hutchinson’s lifetime, Order and Disorder does not reflect the contemporary 
swiftly-changing understanding of the universe.  See John David North, Cosmos: An Illustrated History of 
Astronomy and Cosmology, and Michael A. Hoskin, The Cambridge Illustrated History of Astronomy for 
introductory accounts of historical astronomy.  Maran and Marschall’s Galileo’s New Universe: The 
Revolution in our Understanding of the Cosmos summarizes the received opinions in Galileo’s day and 
shows how profoundly he altered astronomical knowledge. 

9 Hutchinson reproduces God’s command from Genesis 1:28 in Canto 3, when God gives Adam 
and Eve “[d]ominion over [Earth’s] inhabitants (3.421-22). 

10 In Claims of Truth, Trueman writes: “In Owen’s thought, it is the aspect of the logos 
prophorikos [“the word generated and externalized by the Father” (68)] as the revelation of the divine will 
which serves to make the point of connection between Christ, the Word agraphon [unwritten], and 
Scripture, the Word engraphon [written].  Both Christ and Scripture reveal the will of God and thus both 
have the same formal content, the former because of Christ’s consubstantiality with the Father, the latter 
because of the purpose of revelation, to reveal the grace of God in Christ, and because of the Trinitarian 
structure of inspiration” (70).  Owen maintains this distinction in a section of Theologoumena Pantodapa 
which Hutchinson studied (Owen’s Works 17: 17).  Trueman’s discussion of Owen’s understanding of this 
distinction, see Claims of Truth 64-71.  See also Muller, PRRD 2: 194-206. 

11 See T.H. White’s chart detailing the transmission of bestiaries from antiquity to the early 
modern period (The Book of Beasts 263).  Although his essay on bestiary is perhaps as willfully credulous 
as he imagined medieval people to be (he was certain they took the bestiaries as factual) his history of the 
betsiary’s sources and history is nevertheless informative.  He regards Joshua Sylvester’s highly influential 
translation of Du Bartas’ Sepmaine as a major point of entry for such material into seventeenth-century 
England.  Lewis’s brief account of the animals provides a useful insight into the epistemological 
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assumptions which make a bestiary possible and desirable (146-52.  Regarding the question of whether 
people thought fantastic animals existed, see Gravestock (119-39).  

12 For example, where du Bartas describes “The silver Swanne, that dying singeth best” (5.765), 
Hutchinson looks to the proverbial “Congjugal kindness of the pairèd swans” for lessons in “chaste and 
constant love” (2.296-97).  Similarly, du Bartas’s bull is “strong-necked” (6.94), while Hutchinson’s is 
jealous (2.363); du Bartas’s “brouzing” goat (6.106) and “wittie” monkey (6.136) lack the proverbial 
promiscuity found in Hutchinson “Goats and hot monkeys” (2.361). 

13 See Milton and Homer’s first chapter (1-54). 

14 See also Snider 38-39. 

15 As a general rule, when Hutchinson uses the first person plural pronouns, she refers to all 
Protestants generally.  While there is often special emphasis given to her own sect, especially in context of 
reminders to believe in Providence, such emphasis should not obscure the more general field of reference. 

16 See Owen’s Works 16.254-57, esp. 255, where Owen explicitly refers to “the covenant of 
marriage.”  Owen’s comments reflect a broad tendency within Reformed churches equating marriage with a 
covenant.  For example, John Witte, Jr., and Robert M. Kingdon have found that the Reformed church in 
Geneva under Calvin increasingly found an analogy between “Yaweh’s covenantal relationship with Israel” 
and “the special relationship between husband and wife” (483). 

Chapter Six 

1 Owen almost completely ignores Eve’s role in the proceedings.  Such a move inhabits a strange 
liminal region between the blatantly anti-feminist Eve-blaming common in the texts Owen would have read 
and our current situation in which Eve’s version of the Fall plays a major role in the academic discussion.  
While Hutchinson does not significantly depart from the biblical narrative in terms of Eve’s actions and 
agency, she does offer her own dramatization of Eve’s reaction to what she had done.  

2 For a discussion of Owen’s interpretation of the first church, see pg. 215. 

3 See Muller’s account of the various debates and distinctions concerning God’s knowledge and 
will and how it relates to the freedom of the human will in PRRD 3: 407-52. 

Chapter Seven 

1 The treatise was first published in 1817 by Julius Hutchinson under the title “On the Principles of 
the Christian Religion, Addressed to her Daughter” as part of On the Principles of the Christian Religion 
and On Theologie. Norbrook conjectures at the 1670s date of composition in the chronology of 
Hutchinson’s life in his edition of Order and Disorder (ix-xi). 

2 Hutchinson’s opinion resembles Milton’s characterization of Truth in Areopagitica, although 
Hutchinson takes a more overtly religious. 

3 Hutchinson later attributes her weakness in principles, which I read as an indirect reference to 
her interest in Lucretius, to the feminine weakness of her intellect: 
 

The Apostle reproaches the weaknesse of our sex more than the other, when, speaking of 
the prevalency of seducers, he says they lead about silly weomen, who are ever learning, 
and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth; and therefore every wise and holy 
woman ought to watch strictly over herselfe, that she become not one of these…but as 
our owne imbecillity is made knowne to us, [we ought] to take heed of presumption in 
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ourselves, and leane by faith upon the strength of the Lord, and beg his protection, that  
we may not be led into error.  Through mercy I find myself dayly more fixt and establisht 
then I have sometimes bene, when the miscarriages of many that profest the truth, were a 
great stumbling block to me; and if the Lord shall make me able to declare, what he hath 
done for my soule, I intend to com̅unicate it, that what hath fixt me may fix others alsoe, 
if the Lord see it good.  Besides the stumbling blocks layd in my way, my ignorance in 
principles was a greate occasion of my wavering… (Principles 5-6, emphasis added) 

4 See Norbrook, Order and Disorder, xix-xx; Toon, God’s Statesman, 130-31.  

5 By requiring all ministers to be ordained by a bishop, the Act of Uniformity denied the validity 
of all ordination outside the Church of England, since Presbyterians, Independents, and other 
Nonconforming groups had no bishops.  The Act furthermore regarded all worship that failed to use the 
liturgy of the Book of Common Prayer as schismatically departing from the true church.  

6 For various discussions of the Clarendon Code, see Keeble, Restoration, 120-124; and Spurr 
144-54. 

7 See Toon, God’s Statesman, 130, 138-40. 

8 Hutchinson wrote the Memoirs partially so that her children might remember their father: she 
seeks “the preservation of his memory” by relating “his holy, virtuous, honourable life” (Memoirs 17-18).  
She had begun by attempting to sketch John’s character, but, frustrated by that “manner of relating it,” she 
abandoned it in favor of the narrative approach found in the Memoirs (30). 

9 As Martin Dzelzainis has accurately stated, the position of any seventeenth-century religious 
group arguing from the outside for their own inclusion in the national church while simultaneously calling 
for the exclusion of “sects” is inevitably vulnerable to claims of inconsistency (“Ideas in Conflict” 41-42).  
Such inconsistency, however, need not diminish the logic from which it stems.  Every group aspiring to be 
the Church or part of the Church must define the Church, and such definitions spawned the various 
arguments for inclusion and exclusion of particular sects.  A consistent definition of the Church, which, I 
argue, Owen and Hutchinson shared, could easily support arguments for inclusion of groups falling within 
the definition and for exclusion of groups falling outside the definition.  For those with either narrower or 
broader definitions of the Church and its members, such arguments inevitably appear inconsistent.  

10 Not only did Hutchinson herself have influential family connections, Owen also had a number 
of powerful supporters.  His early biographer John Asty probably exaggerates Owen’s influence by 
claiming Charles II and the Duke of York among Owen’s associates, but more plausibly includes “the Earl 
of Orrery, the Earl of Anglesea, the Lord Willoughby of Parham, the Lord Wharton, the Lord Berkley, Sir 
John Trevor” in his catalogue (qtd. in Toon, God’s Statesman 125).  Owen also corresponded with General 
Monck and Richard Baxter during the Restoration years (Owen’s Correspondence). 

11 See Morrill, “The causes and course of the British Civil Wars”; Dzelzainis, “Ideas in Conflict”; 
Achinstein “Texts in Conflict”; Spurr The Post-Reformation; Keeble The Restoration;  

12 Donnelly uses the term “Protestant toleration” to describe Milton’s approach to the same 
question.  Unlike Owen, Milton was not a Calvinist, and Donnelly argues that Milton’s position on 
toleration counters both Calvin and Hobbes, both of whom Milton saw as “legitimiz[ing] state-sponsored 
coercion of religious conformity among Protestants” because of “similar assumptions regarding the 
necessity of evil” (Milton’s Scriptural Reasoning 17).  In Theologoumena Pantodapa, Owen does not 
express the view previously expressed by Calvin that the fall was necessary; in fact, he explicitly sidesteps 
the issue of “[i]ngressus...peccati” ‘entry of sin’ (Owen’s Works 17: 43).  In Order and Disorder, 
Hutchinson takes a stronger position than Owen, emphasizing God’s goodness and asserting that evil has a 
contingent origin rooted in the power of causality given by God to his creatures: “Good were all natures as 
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God made them all, / Good was his will, permitting some to fall” (3.1-2); “If all were good, whence then 
arose the ill? / ‘Twas not in God’s, but in the creatures will” (3.19-20). 

13 G. A. J. Rogers writes: 
 

Hobbes generated more hostile literature than any other thinker in the seventeenth 
century.  Indeed, if judged by the number of hostile books and pamphlets he generated, 
he may well be the most maligned philosopher of all time.  Books in English or Latin 
hostile to him in the seventeenth century alone run into hundreds and his name became a 
byword for sensual license and atheism at a time when England was ruled by a 
puritanical ethic that, officially at least, and until the Restoration of 1660, allowed no 
deviation from the strictest moral code. (“Hobbes and His Contemporaries” 413) 

14 Curley notes the interpretive conundrum posed by Hobbes’s Appendix: “Hobbes makes it 
difficult to ascribe any idea expressed in the Appendix to him personally by writing a dialogue between two 
characters identified only in the most colorless way, as ‘A’ and ‘B.’  Prima facie, we are barred from 
identifying either of these people with Hobbes by the fact that they refer to Hobbes in the third person” 
(Leviathan xlvii).  In this specific instance, however, the consistent agreement between A, B, and Hobbes’s 
previously stated argument indicate that A’s clarification likely represents Hobbes’s point of view. 

15 As David Johnston recognizes, the power of Hobbes’s sovereign to define and regulate religion 
in opposition to superstition is ultimately rooted in Hobbes’s notion that reason is “an acquired skill” rather 
than a “natural gift” (94-98).  If reason is that faculty which permits all people to see the formal and final 
causes of things, they can presumably exercise that faculty to discern divine revelation as a foundational 
component of reality.  Religion, in that case, is something given and discovered rather than constructed.  If, 
on the other hand, reason is a calculative skill used to reckon future consequences, then religion can be 
imposed through convincing rhetoric, which obscures the probabilities of possible outcomes as it 
“misinforms and thus leads men to act in ways that are contrary to their own best interests” (107). 

16 A.P. Martinich argues that episcopacy was not a necessary consequence of Hobbes’s desire for 
ecclesiastical uniformity.  In theory, any governing structure mandated by the monarch would do; in 
practice, Martinich suggests, Hobbes was not opposed to Independency, but never attended an Independent 
congregation (“The Bible” 387-88).  I would add that Hobbes insisted that the pastors should be appointed 
by and subject to the sovereign.  

17 Very little has been written about John Owen’s ecclesiology in the last twenty years.  Graham S. 
Harrison’s 2002 essay is addressed to a general audience and does little more than summarize some of 
Owen’s major writings without contextualizing them.  Sarah Mortimer’s 2010 monograph on Socinianism 
in seventeenth-century England, on the other hand, does little to illuminate Owen’s theological motivations 
for opposing Socinianism.  

18 See also Owen’s Works 13: 223, where Owen describes his conversion to Independency: 
 

I professed myself of the presbyterian judgment…But sundry books being published on 
either side, I perused and compared them with the Scripture and one another, according 
as I received ability from God.  After a general view of them…I fixed on one to take 
under peculiar consideration and examination…This was Mr Cotton’s book of the Keys.  
The examination and confutation hereof…I engaged in [but] was prevailed on to receive 
that and those principles which I had thought to have set myself in opposition unto. 
 

Here is as good a place as any to note that Owen wrote The Duty of Pastors and People Distinguished 
(Owen’s Works 13.1-50), which is rooted (albeit inconsistently) in the Presbyterian position, in 1643, 
shortly before he embarked on his study of Independency.  Consequently, that work represents more of a 
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stopping-point on Owen’s ecclesiological journey rather than a statement of his mature and considered 
position. 

19 Owen defended himself against Vernon’s treatise the following year in An Expostulatory Letter 
to the Author of the Late Slanderous Libel Against Dr O. 

20 See Spurr 157; Toon, God’s Statesman 117-22. 

21 Owen also connects the Church to the covenant by making that the Church depends exclusively 
on the “person and mediation of Jesus Christ” (Owen’s Works 15: 232).  As we have seen elsewhere, 
Christ’s mediatory grace is the foundation of the covenant and the reason it can legitimately be called the 
covenant of grace. 

22 “solenni” appears repeatedly throughout the Goold edition as a variation on ‘solemni.’  Both 
Hutchinson (eg. 336) and Walcott (eg. 189) render it as ‘solemn.’ 

23 Owen controversially interprets the “sons of God” as the male members of the visible church.  
In doing so, he explicitly rejects a long exegetical tradition, originating in Jewish commentaries, identifying 
the “sons of God” with angels who married the “hominum filiæ” ‘daughters of men.’  Owen’s reading, 
which Hutchinson follows, is at once prosaic compared with the fantastic stories offered by the likes of 
Philo and Josephus, and consistent with his ecclesiology.  In Owen, the “[f]ilii Dei” ‘sons of God’ are 
simply men who visibly belong to the Church but inwardly reject the covenant because they are  “effreni 
libidine percita” ‘driven by unrestrained lust’ for the daughters of men (Owen’s Works 17: 151-52).  The 
resulting marriages play a major role in the corruption of the first church. 

24 Owen’s exegesis of the word “church” resembles those of other Reformed theologians, notably 
Calvin.  See McNeill (173).  

25 See Spurr, Post-Reformation 8-10. 

26 Owen’s argument is typical of Reformed orthodoxy.  See McNeill’s analysis of Bullinger’s 
ecclesiology in “The Church in Sixteenth-Century Reformed Theology” 172-73. 

27 When Owen uses the term “church-state,” as he occasionally does, he does not envision an 
established national church analogous to the Church of England.  As far as I am aware, he does not 
explicitly explain or define the term, which signifies something like what we would call a “denomination.”  
A church-state is a discrete form of church governance, differing from a denomination in that the Church of 
Rome has gone through several church-states, and that some affiliations of particular churches that have not 
formally coalesced into a denomination might be regarded as church states.  For added clarity, I refer to 
Owen’s distinction between “the gospel church-state, its order, rule, and government, in the Scripture…on 
the one hand, and…a church state, its order, rule, and government, in the cannon-law” (Owen’s Works 15: 
237).  Elsewhere, he equates “the evangelical church-state” with “the state of churches under the New 
Testament,” (15: 230), so that the term’s field of reference excludes civil polity.  

28 Owen argues that the bishops maintained  
 

A power delegated from the supreme magistrate of the nation, conferred on them, and 
invested in them, by the laws, customs, and usages of this commonwealth; and exercised 
by them on that account.  This not only made them barons of the land and members of 
parliament, and gave them many dignities and privileges, but also was the sole fountain 
of and spring of that jurisdiction which they exercised by ways and means such as 
themselves will not plead to have been purely ecclesiastical and of the institution of Jesus 
Christ. (Owen’s Works 13: 184-85) 
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He later places on defenders of the episcopacy the burden of proving what Owen denies, “diocesan 
bishops…by the institution of Christ; a national church by the same institution [and] firstness of power in 
the national officers of that national church” (191).  Because, on Owen’s views, such institutions and 
powers do not exist, the Anglican bishops greatly overreach their divinely instituted authority over their 
particular churches.  

29 See Owen’s 1662 tract, published anonymously under the title A Discourse Concerning 
Liturgies, and their Imposition (Owen’s Works 15: 1-55, esp. 16-20).  

Chapter Eight 

1 Hutchinson uses the term “holy seed” with a narrow application to the line of Eve’s direct 
descent from which Jesus Christ finds his human parentage.  The terms “church” and “Holy State” have a 
much broader application to the entire company of the elect. 

2 Here Miller fails to observe Hutchinson’s distinction between first and second causes.  In Order 
and Disorder, God is the first cause, the pure act who initiates all action and permits all other acts.  
Nevertheless, he has granted created things the power of secondary causation to be exercised within the 
natural order.  When Hutchinson refers to God’s primary causality in this instance, she does not thereby 
deny Adam’s secondary causality.  Instead, she highlights God’s in order to frame the story in terms of 
providential care.  At any rate, a few lines later, Hutchinson explicitly refers to Adam’s causal powers in 
relation to Eve’s child-bearing: “Th’entail of life and victory was not / To earthly man, of earthly man 
begot; / And such alone could Eve to Adam breed / Whose sin and curse was fixed in all his seed” (6.39-
42) 

3 See Owen’s Works 17:148-49, where Owen corrects early Greek theologians on their rendering 
of Cain’s name as “envy” by referring them to Genesis 4:1.  He draws no conclusions regarding Eve’s 
motivation for naming Cain as she did. 

4 See Norbrook’s interpretation in Order and Disorder xxxvii-xxxviii, where he correctly 
identifies Eve’s motive for naming Cain, along with her error.  He does not, however, mention 
Hutchinson’s monitory deployment of the episode. 

5 See n. 22 from Chapter Seven above. 

6 This point emerges in the section on baptism: 
 

Baptism is a Sacrament of the New Testament, Ordained by Iesus Christ, not only for the 
solemn Admission of the party Baptized, into the Visible Church: but also, to be unto him 
a signe, and seal of the Covenant of Grace, of his ingrafting into Christ, of Regeneration, 
of Remission of sins, and of his giving up unto God through Iesus Christ, to walk in 
newness of life…Not only those that do actually professe Faith in, and obedience unto 
Christ, but also the infants of one, or both believing Parents, are to be baptized. 
(Westminster Confession 28.1, 4) 
 

Similarly, Heinrich Bullinger (whose covenant theology informed Owen’s) regards covenant 
membership as something voluntarily to be abandoned rather than acquired.  John W. Riggs summarizes 
one of Bullinger’s letters on the subject: 
 

Bullinger began by asserting that out of divine mercy God made a covenant that began 
with Adam, then continued on with Noah, Enoch, and Abraham…In the same letter, 
Bullinger said…that “when a child is young and lying in the cradle, it is not disinherited; 
but it is disinherited if, upon growing up, it acts against the will of the father which was 
expressed in the written will.” (38) 

 



329 
 

 

 
Although Hutchinson had rejected paedobaptism, she appears to share the Reformed assumption 

that children of believing parents are members of the covenant.  Several of her texts show that she regards 
her parents as the source of her faith (Memoirs 15) and her children as her spiritual heirs (see On the 
Principles of the Christian Religion, Memoirs 16-30).  Furthermore, the Conventicle Act, which assumes 
that faithful Christian families, including their servants, frequently engage in household devotions, also 
seems to regard membership in the covenant as something that is resigned by unbelieving adults. 

7 Compared with Hutchinson’s description of “man” as containing “Earth in his members, Heaven 
in his mind” (3.25-28), Cain’s lack of “interest” in either Heaven or Earth suggests that his rejection of the 
covenant has made him less than fully human.  Such a suggestion is consistent with Hutchinson’s 
anthropology, which asserts that the proper end of humanity is communion with God experienced in 
context of the covenant.  Rejection of the covenant inevitably entails the failure to achieve that end. 

8 See n. 151 above.  Here again, Hutchinson’s expertise in Latin offers useful insight into her use 
of English.  As the OED notes, the English “state” ultimately comes from the Latin “status, status,” a word 
with a wide range of meanings indicating a condition or state of being: “fact or manner of standing, stature, 
position, physical condition, circumstances, conditions, situation, arrangement, constitution, order, station 
in life, rank, standing, prestige, legal position” (“State”). 

9 Cain’s desire to “contrive” “conveniencies for life” recalls Francis Bacon’s argument that the 
best use of reason is to improve the human condition.  For Bacon, “the last or furthest end of knowledge” is 
“the glory of the Creator and the relief of man’s estate,” with the emphasis falling on the latter, which  
 

is that which will indeed dignify and exalt knowledge, if contemplation and action may 
be more nearly and straitly conjoined and united together than they have been; a 
conjunction like unto that of the two highest planets, Saturn the planet of rest and 
contemplation, and Jupiter the planet of civil society and action...[A]s both heaven and 
earth do conspire and contribute to the use and benefit of man, so the end [of learning] 
ought to be...to separate and reject vain speculations...and to preserve and augment 
whatsoever is solid and fruitful; that knowledge may not be as a courtesan, for pleasure 
and vanity only, or as a bond-woman, to acquire and gain to her master’s use; but as a 
spouse, for generation, fruit, and comfort. (The Advancement of Learning 147-48). 

10 From this example of Satan’s epistemic limitations, we can see that Hutchinson did not hold a 
dualistic view that saw God and Satan as two equally-matched opponents locked into an eternal cosmic 
struggle.  Hutchinson’s Satan is subject to all the conditions of a created, finite, and fallen spirit. 

11 See Leviathan xxxv.2-5: 272-73 and xl.1-6: 318-20. 

12 See Hutchinson’s Preface to Order and Disorder, 5.  

13 Cf. Matthew 10:29-31: “Are not two sparowes solde for a farthing, and one of them shall not 
fall on the ground without your Father.  Yea, and all the heares of your head are nombred.  Feare yee not 
therefore, yee are of more value than many sparowes.”. 

14 Although Hutchinson accepts Calvinist predestination, Getz argues that she uses a theology of 
beauty instead of the assumption that reality is inherently coercive. In his discussion of Hutchinson’s 
response to the Calvinism of the Westminster Confession, Getz writes: “The Confession asserts both God's 
sovereignty and the ‘contingency of second causes’ but offers no explanation for how they are compatible. 
Hutchinson addresses this paradox by defining human freedom as participation in divine freedom. For 
Hutchinson, God's freedom is expressed in creation as his glory and invites human participation” (12). 
Furthermore, human freedom is ultimately rooted in an ontology of peace: “For Hutchinson, freedom is 
contained within the very form of God’s Being, which is original peace. Human peace thus discovers the 
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same source as human freedom—the out-pouring love that moves God to create and redeem the world” 
(123).  Seen in this light, Hutchinson’s Calvinism differs from the stereotype of the version held by “dour 
Scots.” 

15 Paul’s rhetorical purpose with this interpretation is to counter the Judaizers at Galatia, who 
claimed that their physical kinship with Abraham included them with the new covenant instituted by Jesus. 
By identifying Hagar with the Jewish Law that had been associated with Abraham, Paul reversed the 
traditional interpretation and claimed salvation by spiritual grace rather than by Jewish descent. 

16 Owen, like most Reformed theologians, regards the covenant of circumcision as including all of 
Abraham’s family, not just his linear descendents: “in solatium ipsius Abrahami datur quædam fœderis ad 
ejus familiam appropriato, ita ut nemo, nisi ex ea familia, vel vi benedictionis ei familiæ annexæ, 
beatitudinem assequeretur...” ‘a certain thing was given for Abraham’s comfort: the covenant was restricted 
to his family so that no one could achieve beatitude unless [they were] from that family or joined to that 
family by virtue of its blessing’ (Owen’s Works 17: 266).  Hutchinson describes circumcision as applying 
to any male member of Abraham’s “congregation” (12.151-67); presumably, their female relatives are 
included by virtue of their relationship to the circumcised males. 

17 See Order and Disorder 19.327-44; cf. Genesis 26:34-35 (“Now when Esau was fourtie yeere 
olde, he tooke to wife Judith, the daughter of Beeri an Hittite, & Bashemath the daughter of Elon an 
Hittite”)).  In the biblical account, Esau does not marry a descendent of Ishmael.  Hutchinson apparently 
fabricates the relationship so she can show Esau’s resemblance to Cain through his “counterfeit obedience” 
in marrying one of Abraham’s descendents despite her idolatrous tendencies.  

18 Hutchinson, following Owen (Owen’s Works 17: 151-53)  identifies “mixed marriages” between 
members of two states as a perilous danger to the purity of the Holy State.  In Canto 6, Satan responds to 
the formation of the visible church by causing the young women of the Worldly State to seduce the young 
men of the Holy State with a view to corrupting their morals and convincing them to abandon their pious 
life.  This temptation hearkens back to Eve’s role in Adam’s fall and anticipates a number of similar 
temptations—some resisted, some not—occuring through the remainder of Order and Disorder. 

19 Hutchinson’s version of Rebecca’s descent departs slightly from the original.  Genesis 24:15 
reads, “Rebekah came out, the daughter of Bethuel, sonne of Milcah ye wife of Nahor Abrahamis brother.”  
Hutchinson’s Rebecca tells the servant, “‘Bethuel my sire, Nahor my grandsire are…and Milcah me to 
Bethuel bare’” (16.90-91), thus changing Milcah from Bethuel’s mother into his wife.  The alteration has 
little effect on Hutchinson’s narrative. 

20 As Norbrook’s footnotes observes, this passage in Genesis has given rise to considerable 
discussion about the relationship of parental authority and filial freedom.  See my engagement with 
Miller’s argument that Hutchinson argued against patriarchal theory on pages 257-60 and 293-94. 

21 See also Order and Disorder 17.318, 17.398. 

22 See Spurr, Post-Reformation 140; Keeble 68-70, 93. 

23 See, for example, Hutchinson’s energetic defense of “Puritans” (Memoirs 64-65) and her lament 
for the change wrought in the army under Cromwell (Memoirs 256-57). 

24 The naming of wells, in both Hutchinson and Genesis, often reflects an awareness of 
providential workings.  Hutchinson emphasizes this scriptural feature, closely associating wells and springs 
with communion with God. 
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25 Norbrook’s footnote to Order and Disorder 20.149 alerted me to the connection, which can be 

interpreted as justifying the analogy between the Holy State as described in Order and Disorder and 
Hutchinson’s contemporary situation. 

Chapter Nine 

1 See the Bibliotheca Oweniana 28. 
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