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ABSTRACT 

This thesis undertakes to discover whether Jonathan Ed
wards' interpretation of the natural world and man's relation
ship to it contributes significantly to the ecological debate 
which is now raging. Edwards' interpretation goes beyond the 
Biblical doctrine of creation and his approach is more helpful 
than other Christian alternatives to it. He asserts that man 
occupies the central place in the created order, that his activ
ity should be more helpful to its life than that of any other 
creature, but that this activity is often the most destructive 
of aIl creaturely activity. 

Edwards views the natural order as a comnunity whose 
cha.racteristics are purposiveness, unit y, individuality and 
corporateness, obedience to external authority, order, consent 
and service. He is ambiguous in his attribution of morality 
to this community. He contends that man alone has the capacity 
for morality. He also maintains that because the natural com
munit y participates in Being, its activity reflects the divine 
will, which itself conforms to the divine wisdom. Therefore, 
he implip.s that the natural world is also characterized by a 
moral quality. 

Edwards' approach to the natural world and man's relùtion
ship to it raises certain issues, which he treats fully. His 
thought has the characteristics of both the Inclusionist and 
Exclusionist view of the natural world but he cannot be classif
ied exclusively as one or the other. 

The final chapter assesses the uniqueness and signific
ance of Edwards' understanding of the natural world and man's 
relationship to it. We dispute A. V. G. Allen's assertion 
that Edwards' thought does not treat this relationship. Edwards' 
understanding of the natural world can be criticized for its 
inconsistency and idealism. However, only an understanding such 
as his is sufficient to deal with the crisis in man's relation
ship with it, which is upon us. 
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SOMMAIRE 

Le sujet de cette thèse est de savoir si Jonathan Edwards apporte une contribution notable au débat contemporain sur l'écologie, quant à son interprétation du milieu naturel. Edwards pousse ses recherches au delà de l'interprétation biblique de la cosmogénèse et sa façon d'envisager la question est plus valable que les autres tentatives chretiennes. Il soutient que l'homme occupe le premier rang dans l'univers, que l'agir devrait être davantage bienfaisünt à l'univers que ne l'est 
celui des autres créatures, bien que l'agir humain soit souvent le plus dévestateur parmi l'ordre créé. 

L'univers lui apparaît comme étant une communauté dont les signes caractéristiques sont les suivants: détermination, unité, individualité, collectivité, obéissance à une autorité extérieure, ordre, assentiment et service. Edwards ne définit pas clairement l'activité morale de cette communauté. Selon lui, l'homme seul possédrait une activité morale. L'activité de l'univers réfléterait la volonté divine, laquelle à son tour, obéirait à la sagesse divine, étant donné que l'univers est fondé sur l'être. A la suite de ce raisonnement, il attribue une certaine qualité morale à l'univers. 
La position avancée par Edwards concernant le milieu environnant et les liens qui relient l'homme à ce milieu soulévent des questions qu'il examine dans leurs moindres details. Quoique l'on puisse rapporter sa vision de l'univers à une interprétation à la fois exclusive et inclusive. L'on ne peut, cependant, la classifier dans l'une ou l'autre catégorie. 
Le dernier chapitre analyse le rapport entre l'homme et son milieu naturel et fait ressortir l'importance et l'originalité de la position soutenue par Edwards. L'auteur de cette thèse s'inscrit en faux contre l'affirmation de A. V. G. Allen, à savoir qu' Ed\'lards ne traite pas ce rapport entre l' homme et son milieu naturel. Certes, la façon dont Edwards aborde tout le problème écologique peut lui attirer des mauvaises critiques, en ce qui concerne les contradictions et l'idéalisme de sa pensée. Toutefois, ce n'est qu'en se basant sur les réflections d'Edwards que l'on puisse espérer faire face à la crise qui se dessine dans le monde naturel. 
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PREFACE 

The thesis of this work is that Jonathan Edwards had 

an understanding of the natural world and man's relationship 

to it that contributes to a contemporary approach to this issue. 

In expounding this thesis we shall examine the following: 

1) The sources of Edwards' understanding of the natural 

world. 

2) How Edwards understood the natural world and man's 

relationship to it. In this regard we shall take issue with 

the view expressed by Alexander V. G. Allen. 

It is one of the characteristics of (Edwards') 
system that he rnakes no attempt to trace an 
organic relationship between man and nature. 
The external world existed only mentally 
and in the mind of God. ~le purpose of 
nature in relation to man, its necessity to 
his spiritual existence, the conflict of man 
with nature, the victory which is reached 
through perpetuaI struggle, and is manifested 
in the ever-increasing transmutation of the 
natural into the spiritual--these are '1 

thoughts that find no expression in his works. Jo 

3) Edwards' treatment of the issues implied in his 

understanding of the natural world and ma.n 1 s relationship to it. 

4) The elements Edwards attempted to balance in his 

treatment of the natural world. Perry Miller states, 

If nature ... is an image in which men may 
perce ive what for them is divine, sooner 
or later the veneration of nature will 

'become secularizedi the way will be opened 
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for an uninhibited enjoyment of it--and 
also for an unrestrained exploitation. 
Within three generations of Edwards, a 
child of the puritan tradition ... was to 
find warrant for an unqualified naturalism 
in the certainty that the 'ethical character 
so penetrates the bone and marrow of nature, 
as to seem the end for which it was made. 1 

Emerson signalized the destruction of the 
balance of the factors which Edwards 
strove to maintain and there seems little 
prospect of its being restored in New Eng
land or in America. 2 

How does this balance of factors, which Edwards sought to retain, 

either support or restrain "an unqualified naturalism" and the 

"unrestrained exploitation" of the natural world? 

5) The inclusionist-exclusionist understanding of the 

natural world and the extent to which Edwards can be classified 

as one or the other. 

6) The uniqueness, significance and adequacy of Edwards' 

understanding of the natural world and man's relationship to it. 
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NOTES 

lAlexander V. G. Allen, Jonathan Edwards, p. 196. 

2perry Miller, Images, Editor's Introduction, p. 37. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Jonathan Edwards was born into a primitive, agricultural 

frontier society that was pragmatic in temper, increasingly com

mercial in spirit and parochial in outlook and experience. l The 

dominant physical fact with which this society lived was the 

omnipresence of the natural world, in the face of which man must 

h d " 'f' t 2 ave seeme lnslgnl lcan . 

This wilderness environment affected not only social ins

titutions
3 

but provided the very basis of the economic life of 

4 
the people at the beginning of the eighteenth century. The fur 

trade, fishing, farming, logging and ship building were all more 

important in the life of New England than was manufacturing, 

which was still very much on a small scale. 5 New England so-

ciety was dependent upon the natural world for its very life 

and exploited it ruthlessly and destructively, especially follow

ing the peace of utrecht. 6 

As the century wore on a commercial spirit and activity 

began to dominate New England life. 7 Growth in iron manufac-

turing, the brewing industry, the steel industry, land speculat-

ion, inflation and population were all features of this period. 

The social and economic life was becoming characterized by an 

increase and concentration of wealth, a more distinct difference 

between rich and poor, and the growth of economic and social 
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grievances, especially among "the depressed agriculturists and 

the befooled frontier settlers" of the north. 8 

In aIl of this the natural world continued to exert its 

influence and, at least Eor the first half of the eighteenth cen-

tury, was the dominant force shaping the life and molding the 

thought both of the people with whom Edwards lived and of Ed

wards himself. 9 

PLACE OF THE NATURAL WORLD IN EDWARDS' LIFE 

For the first thirteen years of his life Edwards lived in 

the parish house of East Windsor, a remote frontier village, where 

conflict with Indians was still a reality and where the town 

limits were the boundaries of life. lD It is not surprising that 

in this situation both the beauty and majesty of the natural 

world should have stamped themselves ineradicably upon one as 

" d b t ll th Ed d sensltlve an 0 servan as e young war s. 

In such a setting nature would have been the most 
important daily fact to a sensitive child. with 
a horizon in all four directions he could hardly 
have escaped impressions of a spacious world; a 
world of rneadows, unending forests, the river; a 
world of ever changing beauty, not a world of 
man' s making .12 

From his earliest days Edwards had a feeling for beauty, 

13 , d h' h t l h' d~" 1 space, and magnltu e w lC was never 0 eave lm an WillCl 

was continually reflected in aIl his works. 
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Edwards was evidently more than a keen observer. 
He had an eye for naturels loveliness as weIl as 
for its facts. Astonishing as was his capacity 
for observation, his power of appreciation kept 
pace with it. Detached he could be, and analy
tical in recording what his eyes reported to him, 
fresh and untrammeled by tradition in his first
hand acquaintance with the actual behaviors and 
characteristics of the world of nature. But his 
eye was also fresh and sensitive to loveliness, 
to 'beauties of nature in the air and on the face 
of the earth ' •.• a relentless curiosity was 
the root of his devotion to science. A love of 
beauty made him an artiste These two approaches 
to the world were permanent hi~hways along which 
his mind constantly traveled. l 

Win slow suggests that much of this training in strict 

accuracy, which characterized his thought, was instilled in Ed-

wards by his father who, as Edwards ' sole teacher, managed to 

provide him and his sisters with the equivalent .of a college-

preparatory course before he left for Yale. Timothy Edwards, 

15 we are told, "made thoroughness one of the Ten Commandments" 

and when Edwards came to investigate the natural world, thorough-

ness, above aIl else, characterized his work. Edwards, we know, 

spent rimultitudes of times" in the fields and woods behind the 

parsonage, beholding with "wonderment and pleasure," the spiders 

marching in the air from one tree to another, "their shining 

little webs and Glistening Strings of a Great Length and at such 

a height as that one would think they were tack'd to the Sky by 

one end were it not that they were moving and floating.,,16 

Edwards ' essay on spiders and others similar have been 
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used to illustrate Edwards' precocity in physical science. 17 

Sorne have disputed this characterization, stating that "Edwards 

was never very deeply or exclusively interested in natural sci~ 

ence" and was not really "a remarkable scientific observer.,,18 

But attempts to demonstrate the inadequacies of Edwards' scien-

tific observations and hypotheses merely strengthen the convic-

tion, supported by a majority of commentators, that Edwards' in-

terest in the natural world was both abiding and, to the limit 

f h · h hl . . f . 19 o lS resources, t oroug y SClentl lC. Concerned that his 

experiments would survive the scrutiny of those who would repeat 

them, he "repeated the triall Over and Over again till l was 

fully satisfied of his (the spider's) way of working.,,20 Nor 

did Edwards consider aIl spiders indiscriminately but rather 

"made a rude division of various tribes of spiders, which so far 

as it goes, is at least sufficiently accurate for aIl popular 
21 

purposes." Thus, Winslow can state that when Edwards wrote of 

spiders 

he wrote not of something which transiently 
caught his eye, but of a world which belonged 
to him by right of long and deep intimacy ••• 

The fact is that Jonathan Edwards' observation 
of flying spiders is accurate so far as it goes, 
even when tested by the findings of mature ob
servers in a later day. As the findings of 
a boy who had no training in scientific obser
vation, no microscope, no body of specialized 
knowledge by which to test his own observat
ions or his conclusions from them, this juve
nile effort is indeed arresting .•• 
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The deductions leading from his observations 
are even more arresting: the basis for clas
sification, the theory of equilibrium by which' 
he explains the spider 1 s' navigation of the air, 
the character of the web, even his naive justi
fication of nature in providing creatures with 
just such an equipment. 

The essay (offers) a glimpse into the world 
he lived in, a world of speculative thought 
reached through objective facto It is illumi
nating also as a personal document out of his 
East Windsor boyhood, testifying to long 
afternoons in the meadow when as a little boy 
he layon his back, apparently idle, but his 22 
mind and eye intent on the life of the fields. , 

The prevailing judgment that Edwards spent much of his 

early life in the fields and woods is supported by his own tes-

timony: 

I had particular secret places of my own in the 
woods, where I used to retire by myself • •• I 
often used to sit and view the moon for conti
nuance; and in the day, spent much time in viewing 
the clouds and the sky .•• 23 

Edwards was never gregarious. By choice and temperament he was 

almost a recluse. 24 Having never learned to socialize he was 

f h o d f 0 0 25 b tIf 0 hO of t th aware 0 lS e lclency, u e t lt to lS Wl e 0 assume e 

26 major responsibilities in this area. We can only speculate on 

the extent to which his relative isolation reinforced these ten-

dencies in Edwards. However we can agree with Winslow, that 

the ubiquitiousness of disease and accident, the exigencies and 

dangers of a frontier existence and its inherent isolation com

bined to impress upon Edwards from his earliest days, the real-
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ity of death, the transitoriness of life, and man's impotence in 

the face of the forces of nature and the will of God. 

Edwards never once escaped this environment in which he 

seemed to be at home. The town of Northampton "far within the 

land, at a distance from seaports and in a corner of the country,,27 

was termed by the Boston newspapers as "our Western frontier.,,28 

Here, where Edwards spent the great part of his professional 

life, "roads were merely paths, made for horseback travel only, 

and lost to view at the edge of the clearing. On aIl sides deep 

forests blotted out the horizon. 1 h ' 1 d 29 On y t e rlver e out." And 

when Edwards moved to Stockbridge he moved to the hills and the 

d ' 30 In lans. It was the extreme edge of civilized America, beyond 

the line of the frontier and a mere dot in the wilderness. Its 

population consisted of twelve white and two hundred and fifty 

d ' f 'l' 31 In lan aml les. 

It was in the world of the commonplace that Edwards ex-

perienced the reality of God; in the objective fact of the spi-

der and its web, in the dew on the fields, in the motion of the 

wind, the flights of insects. The natural world was thus the 

medium through which Edwards most naturally conceived of himself 

as conversing or communing with Him. Year after year, he states, 

"1 spend most of my time in thinking of divine things, often 

walking alone in the woods and solitary places for meditations 

. . . and converse with God. ,,32 In the midst of fields, woods, 

water and solitary places Edwards found the spiritual refreshment 

without which he could not live. 33 

l 

1 
J 
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In the natural world Edwards found sustenance because 

through it he experienced a non-physical reality that for him 

was requisite to sustain aIl physical reality. This experience, 

however, was unique in that it could not be communicated to an-

other. "1 know not how to express the glorious majesty and 

grace of God" and the "sense of divine things" which was expe-

34 rienced while among "the works of nature." 

Edwards had to experience these IIdivine things" alone. 

Again and again he stressed the solitary nature of his religi-

ous experience. "1 walked abroad alone, in a solitary place in 

my father's pasture, for contemplation." "1 very frequentIy 

used to retire into a solitary place, on the banks of Hudson's 

River, at sorne distance from the city, for ... secret converse 

with God; and had many sweet hours there." "1 had a sweet and 

35 refreshing season, walking alone in the fields" etc. The 

natural world was indispensable for Edwards not only because 

it provided the medium through which he perceived the reality 

of God, but also because it was the physical context in which 

this perception became possible. 

Hence, the natural world played many roles in Edwards' 

life. It was the dominant feature of his envlronment. It was 

a medium through which the Creator made visible his reality 

while at the same time it was one through which the creature 

could gain a knowledge of the Creator. Furthermore, it pro-

vided a context in which the reality of the Creator's presence 
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could be personally experienced. Finally, its beauty provided 

Edwards with an appreciation and understanding of the nature of 

beauty, which was to provide a key element in his understanding 

of the natural world and of manls relationship to it. 

THE INTELLECTUAL ENVIRONMENT 

Against this social, economic and physical background 

a vigorous intellectual and cultural life was springing up in 

New England. Between 1690 and 1713 the cultural orientation and 

direction in New England changed from European to colonial,36 

although the European influence never ceased to be felt. In-

tellectual resources were not great, yet relatively large libra-

ries were not infrequent. The largest library in the colonies 

during this period was that of Cotton Mather, which nurnbered 

37 
about three thousand volumes. There was a widespread impor-

tation of books, a practice in which Edwards himself frequently 

indulged. 38 Thus the New Englander who trafficked in ideas was 

linked .with the ferment in European thought. The effect of this 

thought was especially noticeable in the increasing rationalism 

of New England society, and the decline of its theological and 

religious undergirding. It was also seen in an advance over the 

extreme parochialism of earlier generations and in the increasing 

conflict between science and religion. 39 This latter conflict 

was not to he easily resolved. Thefoundations for scientific 

exploration and investigation in America were being laid in this 
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period "and in aIl the principal colonies there were now men 

who were in close touch by correspondence with the foremost men 

in Europe and who were contributors to a number of the leading 

scientific societies of the Old World. 1I40 

Advances in the arts and various artistic forms, the 

rise of political consciousness, the growth of a natural law 

tradition, increasing secularization and the disintegration of 

religious tradition also characterized this period. 41 The se 

features of the native culture developed mainly during the pe-

riod 1713-1745 and remained throughout his lifetime the dominant 

characteristics of the society into which Edwards was born. 42 

That he was a product of this culture is shown not only by his 

. . hl" 43 b l . h . t ~nterest ~n suc matters as e ectr~c~ty ut a so ~n ~s accep -

ance of the social conventions of his day such as slavery,44 as 

weIl as by his expression of the prevailing nationalistic sen-

. 45 
t~ment. 
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NOTES 

l James T.Adams, Provincial Society, 1690-1763, Chapter 1. 

2"The forest covered the entire land and if one could have 
looked down,upon the Atlantic Coast from the air, he would have 
se en an almost unbroken sweep of tree tops from the sparkling 
waves of ocean westward, showing only here and there the glint 
of river and stream and the clearings of occasional solitary 
farms or, more seldom, the larger ones of. village or town." 
(ibid., p. 93) 

3'b'd ~., p. 14 ff. 

4'b'd ~., Chapter II. 

5 'b 'd ~., p. 39. 

6 'b 'd ~., p. 32 ff. 

7'b'd ~., Chapter IX. 

8'b'd ~., p. 256. 

9Elisabeth Dodds states that travelling to Northampton following 
their marriage Edwards and his bride were surrounded by "the 
smell of wilderness ... coming from tangles of wild grapes, rasp
berries, plums, bayberries and currants on hills where panthers, 
lynx, bobcat and bear still padded through the woods." (Eli
sabeth D. Dodds, Marrlage to a Difficult Man, p. 26) 

As for Northampton itself, "a frontier mood still linger
ed in that area of mountainous western Massachusetts when the 
Edwardses first arrived in the settlement. At Northfield, on 
its breathtaking site up the river a bit, was a fort. Only a 
few canoes carrying trappers and soldiers had ventured much 
beyond. " ( ib id., p. 27) 

100la Elizabeth Winslow, Jonathan Edwards, p. 3"6. 

llEdwards had an admitted penchant for detailed observation and 
logical precision. He writes: "One reason why, at first, be
fore l knew other logic, l used to be mightily pleased with the 
study of the old logic was because it was very pleasant to see 
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my thoughts, that before lay in my mind jumbled without any 
distinction, ranged into order and distributed into classes 
and subdivisions, so that l could tell where they aIl belonged 
and run them up to their general heads." (Mind, p. 17) 

12. l . 39 Wlns ow, ~. Clt., p. . 

13 d d . d h" . f . l E war s recelve lS lmpresslon 0 space ln arge part from 
his geographical location. He attempted to use this concept for 
his own purposes in his earliest works. 

"Space is the very thing that we can never remove and 
conceive of its not being. • . . And it is indeed clear to me 
that aIl the space there is, not proper to body, aIl the space 
there is without the bounds of the creation, aIl the space there 
was before the creation, is God himself." (O.B., p. l, 2) 

14 . 
A. C. McGiffert, Jr., Jonathan Edwards, p. 16. Dodds also re-

ports that "both Edwards and Sarah enjoyed tramping on beaches 
and through woods. Sarah discovered that the young man who had 
at first appeared pallidly bookish wap an observant naturalist 
and a stimulating guide to nature." (.9E.. cit., p. 22) 

15. l . 45 Wlns ow, ~. Clt., p. . 

16 O.I., p. 3. 

17 . 
See for example Henry C. McCook, "Jonathan Edwards as a Natur-

alist", Pr~sbyterian and Reformed Review, Vol. l, July 1890, 
pp. 393-402. 

"This review of Natural History studies by young Ed
wards will suffice to justify (the assert~on) that the observat
ions recorded by him present a very curious and interesting 
proofof philosophic attention in a boy of twelve years, and 
evince that the rudiments of his great mind were even at that 
immature age more than beginning to be developed. . . . Had he 
devoted himself to physical science, he might have added another 
Newton to the extraordinary age in which he cornrnenced his career, 
for his star was just rising, as Newton's was going down." 
(p. 400) 

18clarence Faust, "Jonathan Edwards as a Scientist", American 
Literature 1:1929-30, p. 394, 401. 

19For example Rufus Suter, "Jonathan Edwards: An American 
Pascal", Scientific Monthly, 68:May 1949, 338-342. The thesis 
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of this article is that Edwards "showed in his boyhood signs of an aptitude (for science) that might have flowered if a religion as lugubrious as that of his French predecessor (Pascal) had not nipped it in the bud. Like Pascal a precocious early insight into the problems of physical science was sacrificed to' the religious passion. Il (p. 338) 
Suter goes on to state that Edwards'observations on physics, metereology and astronomy still have validity today, that he attempted to express the identity of lightening and electricity a generation before Franklin's kite experiment, and that he understood correctly the nature of clouds and raine 

20 0.1., p. 4. 

21 McCook, ~. cit., p. 394. 

22 01a Winslow, ~. cit., pp. 40-43. 

23 P.N., p. 57, 61. 

24We are told that Edwards spent up to thirteen hours per day in his study and that "his wife so managed that he was as free as he cared to be to devote himself to the work he was most fitted to do." (McGiffert,~. cit., p. 92) And according to Edwards ' own testimony, this was to study. 

25"TO the end of his life he was not socialized. This first experience in group living (at Yale) had served to isolate him still more in a world to which he could never belong. Il (Winslow, ~. cit., p. 75) Yet McGiffert suggests that Edwards could never find permanent satisfaction in the world of speculation and that he had a "deep-seated craving for social reinforcement" as evidenced by the fact: that he chose to become a leader in the church (p. 25). This view is strengthened by Winslow's account of Edwards ' hospitality in the wilderness of Stockbrigge. (.se. cit., p. 263-264) 

26MCGiffert, ~. cit., p. 168. 

27 "Narrati ve of Surprising Conversions ", quoted in McGiffert, 
~. cit., p. 37. 

28, l 't 108 Wlns ow, .se. ~., p. . 
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30 'ff ' McG~ ert,.s?E.. clt., p. 139. 

31W' l ' 24 ~ns ow, .s?E.. c~t., p. 8. 

32 P.N., p. 61. 

33 P.N., pp. 64-66. 

34 P.N., p. 60. 

35 P.N., p. 57 ff. 

36James T. Adams, EE. cit., Chapter v. 

37'b'd 115 ~., p. . 

38winslow, ~. cit., p. 115. Dodds reports that the interior 
of Edwards' house "was most of aIl distinctive because it was 
full of books." (E,E •. cit., p. 31) In order to get the books 
he wanted, Edwards, "scrounged shamelessly. Once he persuaded 
the parish to give him a salary increase for books. He was a 
chronic borrower, and when books were the game, he forgot his 
shyness and went after the trophies he wanted. . . . When he 
died he left 336 volumes and 536 pamphlets, a considerable 
library for that era." (ibid.) 

39Adarns, 't 269 270 ~. ~., p. - . 

40 'b'd ~., 

41.b , d 
~., 

42 'b 'd ~., 

p. 272. 

pp. 273-279. 

Chapter x. 

43Thomas H. Johnson, "Jonathan Edwards' Background of Reading ", 
Publications of the COlonial Society of Massachusetts, 28:Dec., 
1931, p. 213. 

44w, l ' 203 ~ns ow, ~. c~t., p. . 
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CHAPTER l 

SOURCES OF EDWARDS' UNDERSTANDING OF 

THE NATURAL WORLD 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter we will investigate sources of Edwards' 

understanding of the natural world. W'e find the following to 

be especially significant forthis aspect of his thought: the 

Puritan tradition, John Calvin, the Cambridge Platonists, Isaac 

Newton, John Locke and Francis Hutcheson. This discussion will 

establish that there was present, in Edwards' background of read-

ing, a concern to understand the natural world, its purpose and 

significance and that this concern was reflected in his own 

thought. We shall then summarize our discussion. Having estab-

lished that Edwards did have a definite understanding of the 

natural world, we shall turn, in the subsequent chapters, to an 

investigation of this understanding as such. 

THE PURITAN TRADITION 

. l 
lSt. 

Edwards, said perry Miller, was a puritan and a Calvin

The Puritan tradition2 surrounded Edwards from his ear-
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liest days and sustained him until their end. Arnong the ele

ments that constitute this tradition are the following: 3 

1) The belief that the visible universe is under 

God's direct and continuous guidance. 

2) Although God governs the world, He is not 

the world itself. 

3) His will is to be studied in the operation 

of His providence as exhibited in the workings 

of the natural world. 

4) It is the will of God that man seek and maintain 

a complete harmony of reason and faith, science 

and religion, earthly dominion and the govern-

ment of God. 

These axioms, it is safe to assume, were weIl known by 

Edwards as he contemplated the wonders of the natural world 

which everywhere surrounded him. His natural piety would also, 

we suggest, support the Puritans ' tendency to conceive of re

ligion as a stimulus to science.
4 They were "concerned with ab-

sorbing the scientific discoveries of the Icentury of genius ' 
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and passing them on to the people in such a form and manner 

as to enhance love of God through knowledge of his wonderous 

works. ,,5 

In 1686 there arrived in New England two English dis-

senters, Charles Morton and Samuel Le~ who were strongly commit

ted to this point of view. 6 Both were influential in promoting 

interest in the latest scientific discoveries. Lee attempted 

this through the publication of a number of treatises such as 

"Joy of Faith" and "Day of Judgment" in which the new scientific 

discoveries were improved to the glory of GOd.
7 

Morton compiled, 

for the use of his pupils at his academy near London, a science 

textbook entitled Compendium Physical or Natural Philosophy. 

This work was adopted at Harvard and continued to be used as the 

scientific text both there and at Yale until 1725. Every student 

was expected to have his own copy.8 

By 1663 Robert Boyle had published his Usefulness of 

Experimental Natural Philosopqz. In 1691 John Ray's The Wisdom 

of God Manifested in the Works of Creation appeared. These two 

were the first writers to give new impetus to natural theology 

in England through their efforts to turn to the use of religion 

the new discoveries of seventeenth century science. Enthusiasm 

for the facts being established by the new science and wonder 

at the complexity and immensity of the world revealed by it mark 

their work. 9 To these writers were added the interest and work 

of Cotton Mathe~ who,inhis The Wonderful Works of God Comme mor-

" _. ~ 
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ated speaks at length of the mysteries revealed by the micro-

scope: 

There is not a Fly, but what would confute 
an Atheist. And the little things which our 

__________________________ ~~~~a~k~e~d~~E~1~7~e~s~GaRnot penetrate into, 11av~1~--------------------
them a Greatness not to be seen without As-' 

( 

tonishment. By the Assistance of Microscopes, 
have l seen AnimaIs of which many Hundreds 
would not equal a Grain of Sand. How Exqui-
site, How Stupendous must the Structure of 
them be .10 

The similarities between Mather's work and that of Boyle 

Il and Ray has been demonstrated by Hornberger. In aIl three 

the point of view is that the world is weIl planned and weIl or-

dered, that it is beautiful, that to study nature is to realize 

God's goodness, and therefore, that man can appreciate God by 

the exercise of observation and reason. 12 

We know that Edwards knew Mather and his works, and pos-

13 
sibly through him the works of Boyle and Ray. Mather's works 

were published between 1702 and 1721 at the time whe~ Edwards' 

interest in the new science and the natural world was intensif y-

ing. Given the influence of the Mathers in the intellectual and 

ecclesiastical affairs of New England at the turn of the century 

and given the fact that Edwards was an omnivorous reader, who 

was "starved for reading," it would seem logical that Edwards 

would be weIl acquainted with Mather's thought. In addition we 

are told that the Copernican system or the "new science" was 

being widely disseminated in the universities when Edwards' was 
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14 a student and among the texts being studied was Boyle's Use-
fulness of Experimental Natural Philosophy.lS 

Mather, Boyle and Ray reflect the new scientific discov-
eries and questions with which Edwards grew up. Each new dis-

covery was a further manifestation of God's nature. Each new 
discovery also raised the question of how it was to be applied 

to manls spiritual condition. Therefore "the Works of Nature are 
not in vain ", wrote John Preston. 16 Traces of the divine nature 
are to be found in the material universe as weIl as in the human 
soul. ~ne study of nature was therefore to be pressed intothe 
service of theology. Hence it was the dut Y of the Christian to 
discover the order of nature, which was God's order, and to for
mulate this order into the "laws of nature. ,,17 These laws, then, 
were God's laws, by which he abided. For the puritan, God worked 
within the framework of the natural world which was "God's Pro-

o 0 0 18 v~dence ~n operat~on. Il 

The facts of nature were a clue to the divine purpose 
and order, to God's self communication. Hence the facts of the 
natural world had to be interpreted so as to make this purpose 
'clear. And unless this interpretation could be drawn from the 
facts as they presented themselves upon investigation, the facts 
themselvGs were useless. In the Puritan tradition, faith and 

reason were as far as possible reconciled. Both corne from GOd. 19 

It will be seen that this was also Edwards ' position. 
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TYPOLOGY AND Tlm NATURAL WORLD IN PURITANISM AND IN EDWARDS' 

THOUGHT 

Edwards, by temperament and training, was a thorough- . 

going rationalist. 

Rationalism is not the whole of Edwards' phi
losophy but it is the basis of it. By ternpe
rament and early training he was already a 
rationalist. It seems to have been natural to 
his mind to suppose that the world is a com
pletely rational system, plan, scheme, purpose. 
The absolute reign of universal law was the 
presupposition of aIl his speculations and 
the Obaect of his most ecstatic religious devot
ions. 2 

Rationalism was also a central feature of Edwards' tradition. 

According to Miller the person who was most influential in de

veloping this aspect of the tradition was Petrus Ramus. 21 

His textbook Dialecticae Libri Duo was used continuously 

in seventeenth century New England and was supplemented by his 

22 other works. By Edwards' time, however, the influence of Ra-

23 mean logic was not great. Yet Edwards knew Ramus weIl and was 

thoroughly instructed in his method. 

His (Edwards') sophmore year laid that found
ation of logic on which his later fame was 
to rest. Four days a week were devoted to 
the study of it. . . . The logic that he learn
ed in the sophmore year was employed constantly, 
for all undergraduates disputed syllogistically 24 
five times a week, using as textbooks Ramus ... 

Traces of the Ramean system can he seen in such works as 

The Mind and Images or Shadows of Divine Things. Miller has 
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25 
out1ined the e1ements of this system. 

1) The wor1d is a copy or rnateria1 counterpart of an 

ordered hierarchy of ideas existing in the divine mind. 

2) AlI that 10gic need do, therefore, is to draw up an 

account of how things f0110w one another in nature. If the ac-

count corresponds to the way things actually are, men can safely 

act upon it. 

3) The generalized concepts of the mind are eternal 

ideas, the authentic realities upon which the world is construct-

ed. 

4) Truth is perception of immutable essences. Virtue 

is conformity to them and beauty is correspondence to them. 

5) We discover these essences in nature and in human 

intelligence or the mind, since the soul contains an intu-itive 

know1edge of the eternal truths which govern the world. 

The Ramean logic thus became a systematized grouping 

of aIl the ideas, sensations, causes and perceptions in the 

world 50 that a diagram of the logic was practically a blueprint 

h 
. 26 

of t e unlverse. This method implied the assumption of a na-

tural reason in man which candiscern an inherent rationality in 

things, in the mind and in the order of the universe. And this 

rationality or intelligibility is given by God. 

This is not to suggest that it was because of Ramus that 

the Puritans adopted the concept of a world built upon ideas in 

the mind of God. This has always been integral to the Christian 
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tradition and the Puritans were indebted to Augustine as much 

as to Ramus for it. However Ramus emphasized what was already 

central in the Puritan tradition and congenial to the Puritan 

temperament and he was, therefore, easily and widely accepted. 

Hence Ramus remained a primary influence on Edwards both be-

cause of Edwards' intense academic exposure to him and because 

his methodology and assumptions were congenial to Edwards' tem-

perament, experienc'e and outlook. Therefore it is not surpris-

ing to find Edwards suggesting, as Ramus suggested, that in no 

t h th Id b · t' th d . . . 27 respec as e wor a elng excep ln e lVlne conSClousness. 

28 Edwards did not accept the Ramean concept of essences. 

Yet, his own ~nderstanding of beauty, as that is revealed in 

The Mind is suggestive of Ramus, who conceived of beauty as 

29 correspondence to immutable essences. For Edwards,that which 

is considered beautiful only with respect to itself and not with 

respect to the universe which contains aIl things is a false and 

conf ined beauty. "That which is beautiful with respect to the 

university of things has a generally extended excellence and a 

true beautYi and the more extended or limited its system is, 

30 the more confined or extended its beauty." 

Whatever his differences with Ramus, Edwards was very 

much concerned to investigate the natural world and as far·as 

possible arrange its features 50 that they too could be read or 

seen as "a blueprint of the universe" which mirrored or irnaged 

the creative activity and purpose of God. Hence his attempt to 
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set forth the various types of nature by which the seeing man 

could perceive the harmony "between the methods of God's provi-

d '(th) t l d l" Id 31 ence ln e na ura an re 1910US wor . " Above aIl, Ed ... 

wards turned to nature "in order that he might find the super-

natural scheme of redemption articulated in terms compatible 

with the natural order.,,32 

Referring to this attempt, Miller suggests that Edwards 

wanted to set forth the principles of the spiritual universe, 

just as the principia had set forth the material. "A catalogue 

of the language and lessons of nature would be more than a hand-

book of rhetoric; if done objectively, hu~)ly, it would be a 

" f h d" d' 33 dlctlonary 0 t e lVlne lscourse." As Edwards himself put 

it, he was concerned to show that "the immense magnificence of 

the visible world ... is but a type of ... the most incomprehen-

34 sible expression of (God's) power, wisdom, holiness and love." 

This is not to suggest that Edwards took over without 

criticism the tendency, COMuon in the seventeenth and early 

eighteenth centuries, to spiritualize the world of nature. This 

rhetorical technique consisted in treating sorne facet of expe-

rience or sorne observed fact of contemporary life and "spiritual-

izing" it into a doctrine and a homiletic exhortation. The suc-

cess of the new method was reflected in New England in the l690's, 

especially by Cotton Mather who, with his contemporaries, produced 

a series of tracts which took as their starting points the common 

experiences of life, and spiritualized them. 35 Edwards, however, 
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could not indulge in what he considered such "p ious spiritual-

izing" because he was both too much a Calvinist and too much a 

man of the eighteenth century, and as such an adherent of the 

new science. 

Edwards shared Calvin's violent rejection of mediaeval 

scholastic typology and because of this understanding refused to 

countenance what he considered the flights of pious imagination 

indulged in by the local scholastics of his own generation. In-

dulging in such speculative flights of fancy can only give rise 

to confusion. "Observe the danger of being led by fancy: as 

he that looks on the fire or on the clouds, giving way to his 

fancy, easily imagines he sees images of men or beasts in those 

36 confused appearances." 

That the imagination can be an enemy of the truth Ed-

wards recognized early in his life. Thus he appended a footnote 

to his early essay Of Being entitled "Of the Prejudice of Imagi-

nation. Il 

Of aIl prejudices no one so fights with na
tural philosophy and prevails more against 
it than that of imagination ... And truly 
l hardly know of any other prejudices that 
are more powerful against truth of any kind 
than this ... (For) imaginations ... among 
the learned themselves, even of this learned 
age, hath a very powerful secret influence 
to cause them either to reject things 
really true as enormously false or to em
brace things that are truly so. Thus some 
men are almost ready to fall back into anti
quated Ptolemy, his system, merely to ease 
their imagination. 37 



\ 
\ 

-25-

Edwardsthus conceived of the imagination as a potential 

basis of self-justification, as a means of reading a meaning 

into things in conformity with what one sought to find and ulti-

mately, of avoiding the standard and authority of the sovereign 

God. "Hence men come to make what they can actually perceive by 

their senses or by immediate reflection into their own souls the 

standard of possibility and impossibility... . ,,38 

Edwards would not allow the mind of man to crea te in the 

natural world an image of God after his own fashion. Hence he ' 

was determined, insofar as he was able, to unlock the secrets of 

a world which he loved, because it was a manifestation of the 

divine love, and thus lay bare the purpose, nature and reality 

of the God who himself was immanent in the very beauty he creat-

ed. d 1 · h 39 For IIGo and rea eXlstence are t e same." And to take 

seriously "real existence" one cannot deny the new advances in 

knowledge of the natural world. Therefore, Ptolemy's "Antiquated 

system" must be rejected, no matter how comfortable it might 

have become. The world of Newtonian physics and Lockean sen-

sationalism must be accepted, as an act of faith. And if the 

old physics was dead, then so was the old way of expressing it. 

This meant the rejection of the "vulgar spiritualizations" of 

those who preceded Edwards and an attempt to perce ive the reality 

and s ignif icance of the natural world as it revealed itself 'to 

the "eyes of faith." 

From this brief survey of one aspect of puritanism we 
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find the natural world was central to its concern and interest. 

This tradition was one of the mainstays of Edwards' intellectual 

milieu and reinforced his own interest in the natural world. Many 

of the questions relating to the natural world which were common 

in Edwards' day had their origin in the work and thought of seven-

teenth century Puritan thinkers. In particular Edwards was in-

debted to his tradition in three ways. First,for a predilection 

for seeing the will of the Creator revealed in the facts of nat-

ure. Secondly for his atternpt to reconcile reason and revelation 

which, we will discover, is central to his understanding of man's 

relationship to the natural world. Thirdly, for his propensity 

for viewing the natural world as a "type l'of the spiritual real-

ity which constitutes it. The natural world, for Edwards as for 

his predecessors,was a vast theatre established to instruct man 

in the nature and will of God. 

JOHN CALVIN 

Edwards' acquaintance with Calvin has been noted by 

40 several scholars. Douglas Elwood terms Edwards a "neo-Cal-

vinist" whose "own reflE;:ction upon his profoundly rnystical ex-

perience of God gave to eighteenth century Calvinism a dynamic 

not usually associated with that school of thought.,,41 Edwards 

hirnself admits his indebtedness to Calvin and his willingness 

to be associated with his school of thought "though l utterly 
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disclaim a dependence on Calvin, or believing the doctrines 

which l hold, because he believed and taught them, and cannot 
justly be charged with believing in everything just as he 

42 taught." However, while he reinterpreted Calvin, he also in-

corporated much of his thought into his own system. This is 

evident with respect to his understanding of the natural world. 

For Calvin, the purpose of the natural order is to re-
veal the Creator. It is God's "second book" which is "open" 

for aIl to read and in which the sovereignty, wisdom and glory 

of God are manifest. 43 
Above aIl it is God's providence or his 

continuous action in the midst of his creation44 
to which the 

works of nature witness. In fact "God's providence shows itself 
explicitly when one observes these.,,45 The whole of the natural 
world shows forth his glory46 and his presence is to be seen 

47 everywhere. In short, God communicates himself to man through 
the works of nature. 48 

The theme of the revelation of God in the natural world 
occupies a prominent place in Calvin's thought. It appears in 
his commentaries and sermons, in his treatise "Against the Liber-
tines" (1545) and in the treatise on "Predestination Il (1552). 
In the Institutes two complete chapters are devoted to '''it. 49 

Indeed, one scholar has gone so far as to suggest that "Calvin's 
whole theological and moral enterprise was an endeavor to de-

velop as best he could the specifie connections between the 
50 natural world and the order of the gospel." 
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In Calvin's thought creation and providence are inse-

parably joined. He who is the Creator is also the preserver, 

"not only in that he drives the celestial frame as weIl as its 

several parts by a universal motion, but also in that he sustains, 

nourishes, and cares for everything he has made, even to the 

51 least sparrow." And God exercises this sovereignty and con-

cern by conforming himself to the laws that he himself has im-

posed upon his creation. For aIl things "are moved by a secret 

impulse of nature as if they obeyed God's eternal command, and 

what God has once determined flows by itself.,,52 

The natural world, then, is a mirror in which God shows 

us our dut Y and "in which we can contemplate God who is other-

wise invisible. What men need to know concerning God has 

been disclosed to them ... for one and aIl gaze upon his invisible 

nature, known from the creation of the world. . ,,53 

That which man contemplates in the created order, if he 

sees aright, is the glory of God. For man and the whole created 

order of which he is a part exist for the purpose of making 

this glory known. If this were not the goal or telos of the 

creation then it could not survive. For "the whole order of 

nature would be strangely subverted, were not God, who is the 

beginning of aIl things, the end also.,,54 

The glory of God is manifest in the natural world. "The 

heavens preach to aIl nations indiscriminatelYi they were es

tablished as witnesses to bear testimony to the glory of GOd.,,55 
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But man is unable to see what is revealed. "Bright however, as 

are the manifestations which God gives both of himself and of 

his immortal kingdom in the mirror of his works, so great is Qur 

stupidity, so dull are we in regard to these bright manifest~t

ions, that we derive no benefit from them. ,,56 

Yet, although man cannot come to God by means of a natur-

al knowledge of his glory, manifest in the creation, there re-

main in him "sparks of knowledge" which render him inexcusable 

for his blindness. Thus it is that "f irst we conceive with our-

selves there is a God; secondly, that the same, whosoever He 

be, is to be worshipped. But here our reason fails, before it 

can obtain either who is God or what He is.,,57 Thus the glory 

of God, manifest in the natural world, has no other effect than 

"to render us inexcusable" for "the sin which lies within us 

. 58 
and causes our pervers1.ty." 

Calvin's purpose in ~ttaining a knowledge of the natural 

world was to achieve a saving knowledge of God. This is not the 

knowledge of detached speculation which he considered mere intel-

59 
lectual indulgence. 

Calvin had little use for the study of natural phenomena 

as an end in itself. He feared that disinterested investigation 

of the natural world would weaken the awareness of God's direct-

ing activity within it and that this in turn, while affirming 

his existence, would obscure the relationship he maintained with 

it. Su ch a development, he felt, would be destructive of a true 
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Calvin is always concerned with the reality of God, not 

with respect to what he is in himself but with respect to what 

he is in relation to his world and to man. Hence Calvin's theo-

logy has three major concerns, God, man and the created order. 
) 

This was also the pattern of Edwards thought. 

When we turn to Edwards' understanding of the natural 

world we will discover many similarities between his understand-

ing and that of Calvin. For both Calvin and Edwards God was the 

supreme and absorbing object of contemplation and study. Both 

saw the reality of his sovereignty and the manifestation of his 

perfections in the natural world. That is, both saw the natural 

world as the expression of the glory of the God who "delights 

. h . d . f h' .. l 61 J.n t e proper expressJ.on an exercJ.se 0 J.S creatJ.ve J.mpu se." 

The natural world is for Edwards, as for Calvin, a means'of God's 

self-communication. 

Both Edwards and Calvin view the good and happiness of 

the created order in terms of its participation in this glory 

which is "seated in the will of God." Both see this participat-

ion as being partial because of the reality of sin which manifests 

itself in the imperfection of the created order. Yet, like Calvin, 

Edwards will contend that the imperfection or estrangement or 

evil of the natural world is subordinate and subject to that 
Ma~"f\"tù~s 

which maitaiHs the created order in existence, i.e. the power 

of love. For both Calvin and Edwards, the most potent force in 
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existence is love. 

consequently, God demonstrates his sovereignty in the 

createc'l order by using that which is inherently destructive for 

his o\.,rn constructive purposes, which will be achieved. 62 This 

means that the Creator not o~ly has the power to achieve his ends 

but is faithful to do so. The promises of the Creator made to 

his creation cannot fail. Therefore, neither can his faith
~a'I' 

fulness tm'lard it. For Edwards as" Calvin it is "the governing 

. 1 . Il' k 63 ~nf uence" ~n a H~s wor s. This understanding of the Cre-

atorls activity on Edwards l part is similar to Calvinls concept 

of providence as both a general "order of nature" and a special 

providential ordering "through which God works in his creatures 

64 and makes them of service to his goodness." Edwards will main-

tain that God uses the world to sustain man and provide him with 

the means whereby he might respond ta this "special providence." 

In this way the Creator glorifies himself. The "sustaining re-

source" of the world therefore is an evidence of Godls provi-

dence. It is also an evidence of Godls concern for man. 

Both Calvin and Edwards viewed the natural world in a 

Christological perspective. They saw in him alone the possi-

bility of overcoming disorder with arder, disunity with unit y, 

destruction wi th love. In him is God 1 s supreme self-communication, 

the supreme revelation of his purpose for the world. This is, in 

the resurrection, to restore it from its ruin, te deliver it 

from its destruction, futility and chaos, and to restore its unit y 

-) 



r--

/ 
\. 

-32-

'rI 
"in rnaking it like unto ChHst's glorious body." This plan was 

begunllsoon after the fall, and is carried on through aIl ages, 

and shall be finished at the end of the world. 1I65 Edwards, like 

Calvin, saw Christ's atonement as the key to overcoming naturels 

d ' d 66 
~sor er. 

To sorne extent, Edwards viewed the created order within 

a mediaeval framework. This view was largely an inheritance 

from Calvin who evinced a strong belief in angels and the devil. 

The former he ca lIed IIGod's ministers, ordained to carry out 

his cornrnands." They are his creatures, an lIillustrious and 

noble examplë'of his works. God's glory IIresides in them," 

although it does not IIbelong ll to them and therefore they are 

not to be worshipped. They are the IIprotectors and helpers of 

believers ll who "lift up believers by their hands and carry their 

souls ... to see the face of the Father." As such they are not 

mere ideas butactuality, "spirits having a real existence. 11
67 

The devil was also created by God and is therefore like-

wise real. The fact that he is now "utterly alien ll to God stems 

from his revoIt and not from his creation. Yet, because he is 

God's creature, he stands under God's power. And because the 

"bridle ll of this power restrains and controls him, IIhe carries 

out only those things which have been divinely permitted him. 

And so he obeys his creator whether he will or not, because he 

is compelled to yield him service wherever God impels him. 1I Be-

cause like angels, devils are God's creation, they too are not 
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thoughts b:ut actualities, not "evil emotions or perturbations 

which come upon us from our flesh" but realities who are now 

tormented and tortured by Christ's glory.,,68 

Like Calvin, Edwards had a strong belief in angels and 

devils. The angels he characteri,zes as "a superior order of 

beings" established to minister to the elect, "who are much less 

than they, of inferior nature and degree.,,69 Devils are those 

angels who rebelled against the almighty, when faced with the 

prospect of ministering to mankind. Their leader is Satan, 

"the gr~nd enemy of God and mankind, the grand adversary, the 
70 accuser of the breth~ren and the great destroyer." Both 

angels and devils are God's creation and are subject to his power. 

The devil ••• is so entirely under the govern
ment of malice, that although he never at
tempted any thing against God but he was dis
appointed, yet he cannot bear to be quiet 
and refrain from exercising himself with aIl 
his might and subtilty against the increase 
of holinessj though, if he considered, he 71 
might know that it will turn to its advantage. 

In contrast to this futility, God rewards the faithful 

angels "with a great exa~tion of their nature.,,72 For Edwards, 

reality was spiritual and angels and devils were cosmic dimens-

ions of this reality. 

The natural world was of importance because of what it 

revealed of the Creatorls nature. What Edwards wanted was a 

knowledge of God that would reveal the meaning of existence. 

Bence, like Calvin, he saw that the study of science could never 
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be an end in itself. It could never, in itself, provide an 

answer as to why God created the universe. It could not in it-

self show forth the "innermost nature of things." What a study 
of the natural world did reveal was the way in which these spi-

ritual truths were set forth to instruct man and set him in the 

h 
. 73 way of. applness. 

In surnmary, Calvin and Edwards are in many respects sim-
ilar although not identical in their understanding of the 

natural order. Specifically, this similarity will be evident 

at the following points. 

1) The revelation of the Creator in his creation. 

2) The relationship between creation and providence. 

3) The manifestation of the divine glory in the 

natural world. 

4) The insensitivity of man to this manifestation. 

5) The affirmation that the natural world represents 

the Creator's concern for his creation. 

6) The inability of the natural reason alone to 

perce ive this. 

7) The centrality of Christ for an understanding of the 

natural world. 

8) The belief that an understanding of the natural world 

will yield an understanding of the nature of the 

Creator. 

9) The self-communication of the Creator through his 
( 
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creation. 

THE CAMBRIDGE PLATONISTS 

Douglas Elwood holds that Edwards was influenced by IIthe 

two mainstreams of Christian thought - the one represented in 

h ' d b Pu 't l" th h b mb 'd l ' 74 ~s ay y r~ an Ca v~nism, e ot er y Ca ri ge P aton~sm. Il 

We have considered the influence of the Puritan tradition and 

Calvin on Edwards' understanding of the created order. We shall 

now examine the influence of the Cambridge Platonists, and in 

particular, the influence of Ralph Cudworth. 

The Cambridge Platonists were a group of seventeenth 

century scholars who sought to ad0pt a mediating and reconcil-

ing position betwe~n inflexible Calvinism and rigid Laudianism. 

Against the Laudians they declared that mo
rality was more important than politYi 
against the Calvinists they insisted that 
reason must not be fettered, against both 
they maintained that the legitimate seat 
of authority in religion was the indivi
dual conscience, governed by reason and 
illuminated by a revelation which could 75 

"not be inconsistent with reason' itself. 

In this statement we find one of the basic tenets of 

the Platonists, viz. that reason and revelation were not only 

compatible with one another, but in harmony with the moral law 

and should be united in any Christian understanding of nature, 

man and God. For them, the dominant characteristic of life 

was its unity. This unit y could be established and maintained 
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only on the basis of a synthesis of reason and revelation. 

Faith was thus the highest fulfill~t of the intellectual facul
. 76 tles. 

Because of the centrality of faith in their thought, the 

Platonists reacted strongly against the "materialistic atheism" 
e 

of Hob~ who misinterpreted the significance of the universe be-

cause he misconceived the relationship between matter and spirit. 

For the Platonists divine intelligence was the ultimate reality 

and the spiritual world was prior to the material. "The pri-

mordials of the world are not mechanical but supermatical or 

77 vital. .. which sorne moderns call the spirit of nature." This 

"spirit of nature" was really a manifestation of the Providence 

of God, who wisely directed aIl things. 

That which ultimately controls the universe was the 

divine wisdom, love and power. This divinity was often beyond 

the capacity of human intelligence to fathom. Yet it was none 

the less real. The mystery of the universe pointed to the 

finiteness of the human reason and the vastness and depth of the 

divine nature rather than to his non-existence. Yet reason did 

have a role to play. The divine activity was not incomprehensible 

even though it was mysterious. The divine direction and presence 

in the created order could be discerned by the enlightened un-

derstanding. 

God made the universe and aIl the creatures 
contained therein as so many glasses wherein 
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he might reflect his own glory. He hath 
cOpied forth himself in the creation~ 
in this outward world we may read the 
lovely characters of Divine goodness, power 
and wisdom. 78 

The relationship between reason and revelation and bet-
ween material and spiritual realities, the mystery of thecreated 
order and its control by the divine wisdom, the manifestation of 
the divine glory in the "outward world" are recurring themes in 

those Platonists' writings with which Edwards was familiar. These 
themes are also to be found in Edwards' thought. 

RALPH CUDWORTH 

Of the Platonists' writings, the most direct influence on 
Edwards' understanding of the natural world was Ralph CUdworth's 

The True Intellectual System of the universe. 79 The universe, for 
Cudworth, consisted of things corporeàl and incorporeal. That 

which is passive, has no activity of its own, and can move only 
under external pressure, is corporeal. By this definition nature 
is corporeal since the natural world consists of bodies or extens-

80 ions of bodies unable to move thernselves or act upon themselves. 
Yet the natural world is also cornposed of incorporeal substances, 
centers of "self-activity or internaI energy" which are alien to 
corporeal substance, which act upon it and move it and thus pre-
vent or avoid a motionless world in which there is "no life, co-
gitation, consciousness ... or volition", in which "aIl would be 
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a dead heap or lump. ,,81 

For Cudworth, then, passivity is the essence of the cor-

poreal and self-activity is the essence of the incorporeal. 

"There are in nature two kinds of substances, specif ically dif-

fering from one anotheri the first 'bulks' or 'tumors,' a mere 

passive thing: the second, 'self-active powers' or 'virtues,' 

82 the 'energetic nature'." The former has no "self-unit y, " is 

infinitely divisible, exists without mind, has no self-action 

and can only move when it is moved. The latter is life and mind, 
. 83 

self-acting and essentially profound. 

The incorporeal substance is for CUdworth the plastic 

nature which he sees as an answer to both mechanism and occasion-

alism. To as sert mechanical necessity is "irrational ... im

pious and atheistical. ,,84 To hold the latter, that God himself 

does aIl things "irnrnediately and miraculously" is "absurd or in-· 

congruous to reason." It also provides no way of accounting for 

the "errors and bungles" of the natural world since God, the in-

fallible "omnipotent agent" could not be resisted by the "in-

eptitude or stubbornness of matter." 

Therefore, it is necessary to postulate a 

plastic nature under Him, which as an inferior 
and subordinate instrument doth drudgingly 
execute that part of his providence, which con
sists in the regular and orderly motion of 
matter; yet so as that there is also, besides 
this, a higher Providence to be acknowledged, 
which presiding over it doth often supply the 
defects of it and sometimes over rule it; 
forasmuch as the plastic nature cannot act 
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electively nor with discretion. And by this 
means the Wisdom of God. . .will display it
self abroad, and print its stamps and signatures 
everywhere throughout the worldi 50 thatGod 
. . .will be not only the beginning and end, 
but also the middle of aIl things. 85 
Unless one does accept the concept of a plastic nature, one must logically adopt one of two propositions. "Either in the efformation and organization of the bodies of animaIs, as weIl as the other phenomenon, everything comes to pass fortuit-uously ..• without the guidance and direction of any mind or understanding: or else, that God himself doth aIl immediately and, as it were, with his own hands form the body of every gnat and fly, insect and mite, as of other animaIs in generations, aIl whose members have 50 much contr ivance in them.. Il Tc accept the latter is to proposition "that everything in nature (is) done immediately by God himself." This would "render divine providence operose, solicitous and distractious, and thereby make the belief of it to be entertained with greater difficulty, and give advantage to Atheists.,,86 

The divine wisdom is "the very law and rule of what is simply the best in everything" and nature is its "living stamp or signature." Yet nature is neither God nor wisdom. It is true that artificial nature is a "kind of art" which is "incorporated and embodied in matter," and which acts in it "immediately, Il as an inward principle, "easily, cleverly and silently." Yet this art, "the reason of the thing without matter, ,,87 is an inferior 
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or subservient art. It is incapable of consulting or deliberat

ing
88 

and acts non-electively or without reason and without 

discretion for ends it cannot understand. 89 Nature, then, is. the 

"drudging executioner" of the dictates of the divine wisdom 

"and can at best mimic or imita te it, in its actions," and this 

imperfectly. which explains its bunglings and mistakes. Thus 

it is that while wisdom is the lOf irst and highest life, " nature 

is "the least and lowest.,,90 

Nature, then, can be said to act according to a certain 

fate. "Nature moveth as it were by a kind of fate or cornmands, 

acting according to laws." 'rhese are "the laws of the Deity, 

. h d 91 concernlng t e mun ane economy." They are manifestation of the 

divine wisdom, "an énergetical and effectuaI principle, consti

tuted by the Deity, for the bringing of things decreed to pass. 1I92 

Thus Cudworth concludes that "the plastic nature may be said to 

93 be the true and proper fate of matter or the corporeal world." 

Cudworth maintains that "mind and understanding is the 

only cause of orderly regularitYi and he that asserts a plastic 

nature asserts mental causality in the world.,,94 Plastic nature, 

itself, however, is "no pure mind" nor a pure soul, but its 

product, "Soffii2thing which depends upon it, being as it were an 

effulgency or eradiation from both together, mind and soul. ,,95 

Hence this 'artificial nature' "though itself indeed dc not un-

derstand the reason of what it doth, nor properly intend the ends 

thereof, yet may weIl be conceived to act regularly for the sake 

l 
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of the ends understood and intended by the perfect mind, upon 

which it depends. ,.96 

Cudworth concludes that because there must be such a 

plastic nature in IIthe whole corporeal universe, that which makes 

aIl things thus to conspire every where and agree together into 

one harmony," there must therefore be one power which 1I0rdered 

and formed the whole world," viz. lia spirit and a living and 

97 generative nature." 

Why, then, did God crea te the world? Simply to share 

his goodness with others so that "there might be other beings 

98 also happy besides him, enjoying themselves." And the good-

ness of God is "chiefly and properly his glory." God created 

the world to communicate or manifest his glory. 

The similarity between Cudworth's thought and that of 

Edwards' can be seen at several points. Both viewed the created 
:p 

order in ~latonic categories, or in terms of the "corporeal and 

incorporeal." For Edwards, the universe consisted of two worlds, 

"the external and the internaI: the external, the subject of 

. h' l . d 99 natural ph~losophYi t e ~nterna , our m~n s." 

Both saw the reflection of the divine glory in the natur-

al order and felt it was created to provide for the creatures' 

happiness. The role of the divine wisdorn in this order was 

central to Cudworth's understanding of it. We will find this to 

be true also for Edwards. 

Cudworth conceived of the 'created order in idealistic 

l 
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terms. l d 'd 100 SO a so ~ Edwards. Yet he also retained a strong 

empiricist tendency to seek knowledge and understanding through 

an experience of the material order. This tendency remained . 

with him throughout his life. lOl 

Like Cudworth, Edwards rejected a mechanistic concept 

, 102 
of creat~on. 

occasionalism. 

Yet,unlike Cudworth, he accepted a form of 

t , , f d 103 h Crea ~on ~s per orme every moment. T e im-

petus for Edwards' later expression of the concept might have 

been received from Cudworth, however, in as much as the latter 

explainedit in his True Intellectual System. 

We cannot say that Edwards' understanding of the natural 

world was in any one particular taken directly from Cudworth. 

However, we do assert that the issues with which Cudworth dealt 

in his discussion of the natural world, which was the contextual 

reality in which Edwards lived and to which he devoted much time, 

were also the object of Edwards' attention and study. Conse-

quently we hold that the Cambridge Platonists generally and Cud-

worth in particular, provided another source for Edwards' con-

tinued reflection upon the significance of the natural world and 

man's relatio~ship to it. 

ISAAC NEWTON AND JOHN LOCKE 

We have stated that Edwards'view of the created order 

was to a certain extent mediaeval. Yet he was also too much a 

man of his age for his view of the natural order to have been, 
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simply mediaeval. He was enamoured of the new philosophy and 

the new science which he came upon and read with more pleasure 

"than the most greedy miser finds, when gathering up handfuls ' 

f '1 d Id f 1 d' d 104 o Sl ver an go '. rom sorne new y lscovere treasure." 

Consequently, he rejected the advice of certain Yale professors 

who warned against being too receptive to the new learning. lOS 

As a consequence of his continuing study of the new sci-

ence and his own inherent capacities and inclinations, Edwards 

arrived at a theology that "comported with an entirely different 

logic, with a totally opposed metaphysic and a basically altered 

cosmology" than much of the Puritanism of his day and sixteenth 

1 " 106 century Ca V1n1sm. While still a youth, he resolved "if ever 

l live to years, that l will be impartial to hear the reasons of 

aIl pretended discoveries and receive them, if rational, how 

long so ever l have been used to another way of thinking.,,107 

For Edwards at least, "the gloriously rOffi.:mtic universe of Dante 

108 and Milton ... had now been swept away." It was Isaac Newton 

together with John Locke, who were most influential in destroy-

ing this mediaeval world view. 

ISAAC NEWTON 

Edwards became acquainted with Newton from a variety of 

sources. European scientific thought early penetrated New Eng-

land. Minutes of the Royal Society were circulating there as 

early as 1682. Edwards' father was himself a correspondent with 



( 

-44-

those who were familiar with this thought. 109 Edwards' earliest 

l f the work of Newton. 110 essays revea an awareness 0 This ori-

ginal influence may have been obtained at second hand. Howev~r, 

by the time Edwards arrived at Yale, both the Opticks and the 

principia were available in the Drummer collection to which Ed

III wards had access. Both volumes are noted in Edwards' IIcata-

logue. 1I 
112 

The influence of both the Opticks and the Principia on 

Edwards when he was constructing his IINotes on Natural Science" 

113 has been documented by Tufts. His judgment has been confirmed 

by another investigator. 

The evidence indicates that Edwards' attention 
was drawn to atomism, through a study of New
ton's Opticks ... In 'The Notes on Natural 
Science' there are a nuffiber of passages treat
ing optical phenomena, in which the corpuscular 
theory of light is involved. . . (These) suggest 
that Edwards adopted Newton's corpuscular 
theory of light as part and parcel of the general 
theory of atomism, as set forth in the third 
book of Opticks. There is no single scientific 
text which Edwards more thoroughly appropriated 
or persistently incorporated into his own 
image of nature than this of Newton's.114 

A less direct acquaintance with Newton was attained by 

Edwards through his reading of certain eighteenth century auth-

ors, especially Pope and Addison who themselves were indebted 

to Newton, especially to his work on color and light. 115 

The first effect of Newton's resolutions of 
the colors and his careful analysis of their 
properties was to produce 'a new scientific 

"-1 
i 
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grasp of a richer world of objective pheno
mena particularly sympathetic to poets. 
To the pescriptive poets of the age of Newton, 
light was the source of beauty because it 
was the source of color. This is a persis
tent refrain in the period. 116 

There are allusions to both color and light in Edwards' 

idealism and empiricism: "Let us suppose this world deprived 

of every ray of light so that there should not be the least 

glimmering of light in the universe." If this were to happen, 

the universe would be deprived of aIl its colors and "there 

would be no visible distinction between this world and the rest 

of the incomprehensible void. ,,117 A.l1d this, suggests Edwards, 

wouldbe tantamount to depriving the universe of its bodies, 

for the chief property which constitutes bodies is color. 

For what idea is that which we calI by the 
name of body? l find color has the chief 
share in it. 'Tis nothing but color, and 
figure which is the termination of this 
color, together with sorne powers ... that 
wholly makes up what we calI body. 

And col or does not inhere in the body itself. 

No more than pain is in a needle--but strictly 
nowhere else but. in the mi~~é . . The world 
is therefore an ~deal one. 

Color, then, was a basic concept in Jonathan Edwards' 

view of the created order and for this concept he was primarily 

indebted to Newton. 

A second concept which played a large part in Edwards' 

early thought about the universe was space. For Newton, space 
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functioned as the omnipresence of God. 

"He endures forever and is everywhere present; and by 

existing always and everywhere he constitutes duration and space 

He is omnipresent, not virtually only, but also substant-

. Il f . t t b' . h b 119 la y, or Vlr ue canno su SlSt Wlt out su stance." 

It also functioned as the locus of the "divine knowledge 

and control. Il 

Does it not appear from phenomena that 
there is a Being incorporeal, living, 
intelligent, omnipresent, who in infinite 
space, as it were in his sensory, sees 
the things themselves intimately and tho
roughly perce ives them and comprehends 
them whOllylbÛ their immediate presence 
to himself? 2 

Absolute space, then, is God's sensorium, the center of 

reference for aIl things in space and time and he is the source 

of aIl motion. "All real or absolute motion in the last analy-

121 sis is the resultant of an expenditure of divine energy." 

For Edwards, space was also identified with God. 

It is self-evident, l believe to every man, 
that Space is necessary, eternal, infinite 
and omnipresent. But l had as good speak 
plain: l have already said as much as, that 
space is God. And it is indeed clear to me, 
that aIl the Space there is, not proper to body, 
aIl the space there is without the bounds 
of creation, aIl the Space there was before the 
creation, is God himself. 122 

A third element in Edwards' understanding of the created 

order which he received from Newton was his concern with atoms. 
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For Newton, atoms were the indestructible "building blocks" of 

the world. 

AlI these things considered, it seems 
probable to me, that God in the beginning 
formed matter in solid, massy, hard, im
penetrable, movable particles, of such 
sizes and figures, and with such other 
properties, in such proportion to space, 
as most conduced to the end for which 
he.formed themj and that these primitive 
particles, being solids, are incomparably 
harder than any porous bodies compounded of 
themj even so very hard, as never to 
wear or break in pieces: no ordinary power being 

able to divide what ~odhimself made one in 
the first creation. l 3 

For Edwards also, atoms composed the primary unit of 

matter. "AlI bodies whatsoever except atoms themselves must, 

of absolute necessity, be composed of atoms, or of bodies that 

are indiscernible, that cannot be made less, or whose parts 

cannot, by any finite power whatsoever, be separated from one 

124 
another." 

And these bodies, said Edwards, are "nothing but the 

Deity acting in that particular manner in those parts of space 

where He thinks fit. So that strictly speaking, there is no 

proper substance but God Himself.,,125 Edwards here combines two 

Newtonian concepts and interprets them in terms of the Calvinist 

concept of divine sovereignty. For it was the sovereign will of 

the Creator which determined the nature of the crea ted order. 

At an early age, Edwards discovered and developed his ap-

preciation of the unit y of the created order. For example, in 
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his study of the spider Edwards pursued his investigation by 

taking into consideration the totality of the environment in 

which the insect lived. Wind, water, the ocean, the rain, al~ 

were considered for the part they played in maintaining the spe-

cies in existence. 

When Edwards began to consider Newton's conclusions 

about the nature of atoms, this earlier tendency to seereality 

in its wholeness was reinforced. What struck Edwards above aIl 

126 else about the atom was its unit y or oneness. And if the 

127 basis of the created order,which is the atom, is constituted 

by a unit y or oneness, so must the order itself reflect this 

unit y, when it is functioning as it was created to do. And since 

the created order is nothing but the essence of God - since God 

exerts his infinite power in every part of every atom of the 

universe and therefore his essence must be in every part of 

every atom -the essence of God must likewise be constituted by 

. 128 a un~ty. 

From the assumption that the natural world is a created 

unit y whose basic characteristic is love (an assumption of both 

Calvin and Newton), Edwards arrived at the conclusion that this 

unit y cannot be disturbed without the effects being felt through-

out the conununity as a whole. "The existence and motion of every 

atom has influence, more or less, on the motion of aIl other 

129 bodies in the universe, great Or small. Il Even the smallest 

atom, were it to collide with a "1eaden globe" swiftly moving 

_.] 
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i"-Ç,,,,,',,e.. 
through the ".:Î:fl:fitiRe void" would eventually retard its velocity.130 

The unit y of the Creator and the interdependent unit y of his 

creation were the presuppositions through which Edwards viewed 

both. Nothing could exist independently. Any attempt to so 

exist created radical consequences. "For perhaps there is not 

one leaf of a tree nor spire of Grass but has effects aIl over 

the universe and will have to the end of eternity.1I131 To learn 

the effect each part of the natural world produced, and thus to 

learn how to promote its harmony and avoid its disruption,was 

an ongoing concern for Edwards who was convinced that there was 

a reason for "the smallest assignable difference between the 
• 132 

things which God has made." 

Finally, Edwards inherited from Newton his understanding 

of the laws of nature as the medium of God's active governance 

of the natural world. 133 For Newton, the created order moved 

according to its own laws, which were established, activated 

and maintained by the divine wisdom and power. The regularity 

and reliability of these laws were evidence of the faithfulness 

and reliability of God. They were also the only means man had 

of knowing him. "We know him only by his most wise and excel

lent contrivance of things and final causes ... .,134 

For Edwards the natural laws were the means chosen by 

the Creator to establish the operation of the created order. 

These guaranteed its stability. Consequently, "there can be no 

... alteration in the motion of the earth created naturally 
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135 or in observance of the laws of nature." 

Newton was concerned to understand those "excellent con-

trivances" and IIfinal causes" he discovered in the world around 

him. Because these alone would provide knowledge of their 

source, he was determined, as far as possible,to eliminate from 

his thought aIl hypotheses or unverifiable speculations. For 

him, " ... science was composed of laws stating the mathematical 

behaviour of nature solely - laws clearly deducible from pheno-

mena - everything further is to .be swept out of science, which 

thus becomes a body of absolutely certain truth about the doings 

of the physical world. 1I136 Newton had a passion for the truth 

of the empirically verifiable. This empiricism was motivated 

by a desire to know the Creator who revealed himself in his 

creation. This was also the motivation for Edwards ' empiricism. 

Color, space, the structure and significance of the atom 

and the nature and significance of the natural laws were areas 

of investigation for Newton. His reflections on these thernes 

were appropriated by Edwards for his own purposes. 

JOHN LOCKE 

Edwards saw in the utility of things, that is, in their 

fitness to provide or contribute to the harmony of the created 

137 order, a natural beauty. One source of this thought was 

Francis Hutcheson. John Locke was a second, although, as Miller 

points out, Edwards coffibined Locke's concept of utility with his 



( 

-51-

own consciousness of the glory of GOd. 138 

From Locke, Edwards also received an abiding understanding 

of the importance of the senses. It was through the senses, ~aid 

Locke, that we perceive the world in which we live. "Our senses .. 

convey into the mind several distinct perceptions of things, ac-

cording to those various ways wherein those objects do affect 

th ,,139 em. 

The utility of the natural order, then, consists both in 

its performing those tasks for which it was created, thus contri-

buting to the stability or weIl being of the whole, and in its 

ability to manifest a beauty expressive of the nature of God 

which can be communicated via the senses. Both in this beauty 

and its communication, the glory of God is apparent. 

Miller states that for Locke, perception was the "imme-

diate irresistible response of sensation to the impact of an 

object.,,140 Edwards accepted Locke's position and also the 

thesis that there are different perceptions for the same objects, 

"according to those various ways wherein those objects do affect 

them." Thus, what one sees as beauty, another sees as ugly. 

M1at one finds significant, another finds meaningless. How to 

account for this difference? 

Edwards began with the assertion that there is in the 

natural world a beauty which aIl can appreciate. Yet he went 

to nature not only to appreciate its natural beauty, but to de-

termine what it revealed of the divine pattern or the "propor-



( 

-52-

tion of God' s acting." This was "the stated methods of God' s 

acting with respect to bodies and the stated conditions of the 

alteration of the manner of His acting. 11
141 It was Edwards' 

conviction that God works through his created order and that 

this working constitutes its inner beauty. He thus cornbined his 

sense of the divine in nature with Locke's understanding of the 

role of the senses in determining a perception of the natural 

order to arrive at an understanding of both the inner or pri-

mary beauty of the natural world and the way in which it is per-

ceived. 

And. the way in which this is perceived is, said Edwards, 

through a supernatural illumination. For this inner beauty is 

an image of the beauty of the spirit, and "it is not a thing 

that belongs to reason, to see the beauty and loveliness of spi-

142 ritual things ... but depends on the sense of the heart." 

This sense of the heart, then, is a blessing and "nothing which 

the creature receives is so much a participation of the deity: 

it is a kind of e~anation of God's beautyand is related to God 

as the light is to the sun. It therefore is cong~us and fit. ,,143 

Without the "new sense" one cannot perce ive the beauty of God. 

Locke held that the mind cannot add any new elements not 

already given in sensation and reflection, the only two methods 

h d " 'd 144 d h' we ave of er1v1ng 1 eas. For E wards, t lS meant that rea-

son cannot add to the materials of the natural world the ability 

to understand or perceive its essence. For such knowledge is 
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spiritual, which God imparts by His Spirit immediately, "not 

making use of any intermediate natural causes, as he does in 

145 other knowledge." Reason itself yields only a natural liglit 

" f 'k' d t h t t ' 146 o no superlor ln 0 w a mere na ure attalns to." And 

the Spirit acts arbitrarily "bestowing this knowledge on whom 

he will. ,,147 

For Locke, perception is related to experience. 148 Apart 

from experience the appropriation of knowledge is an impossibil-

't 149 l y. Similarly, without the experience of the "new sense" 

no amount of empirical investigation can yield a knowledge of 

the beauty that constitutes the natural order. "It is not ra-

tiocination that gives men the perception of ... beauty. 

it depends on the sense of the heart.,,150 Thus, Edwards accept-

ed Locke's contention that the created order is not perceived by 

aIl in the same way because it is not understood by aIl in the 

same way. "Perception", said Locke, "(is) the act of under

standing. ,,151 And Edwards maintained that man understands 

aright only insofar as he possesses a knowledge of that which 

constitutes the created order. 

Locke also was concerned with the rest of the natural 

world and considered at length the i~dentity of plants and vege-

tables. plants, he says, are composed of particles of matter 

which constitute their various parts. These parts are organized 

"in one coherent body, partaking of one common life." As long 

as it partakes of that life the plant remains the same, even 
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though this life is cornrnunicated to new particles of matter 

which are continually added to the plant. 152 Similarly with 

the identity of animaIs, whose bodies are composed of a "fit 

organization ... of parts, Il which constitute a common life and 

h ' h k t d t' l d 153 w ~c wor owar s a par ~cu ar en . 

Here again we find reference to two concepts with which 

we have seen Edwards to be familiar, the concept of the essent-

ial unit y of life and that of the continuaI creation of the 

natural world or occasionalism. At every turn Edwards found 

additional material for his thought concerning the natural world 

fror.l those he studied most thoroughly. 

With respect to Locke, our conclusion is that he, like 

Newton, strengthened Edwards' native empiricism. The two con-

tributions he made which were especially significant for Ed-

wards' understanding of the natural world were his stress on 

experience as the vehicle of knowledge, and the nature of per-

ception. The latter concept, which involved an understanding 

of the role of the senses in discovering reality,was appropri-

ated by Edwards in the light of his understanding of the nature 

of beauty, for which he was indebted to Francis Hutcheson. 

Edwards approp~ated the thought of both Newton and 

Locke in his understanding of the natural order. What we find 

in this appropriation as elsewhere, is his attempt to combine 

scientific, theological and aesthetic principles in order to 

interpret and account for the whole of the reality of this order. 
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FRANCIS HUTCHESON 

Edwards was we11 acquainted with Hutcheson's work. Pos-

sib1y his ear1iest encounter with him was through excerpts in' 

Ephraim Chambers' Cyc10paedia of 1738. 154 That Edwards read 

Hutcheson's An Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty 

and Virtue (1738) as we11 as his Essay on the Nature and Con-

duct of the Passions and Affections with Illustrations on the 

Moral Sense (1728) is evinced in his own Dissertation Concerning 

the Nature of True Virtue. In this 1ast work Hutcheson is named 

. 155 three tJ.mes. 

Edwards viewed the natura1 wor1d principa11y in terms 

of beauty. He was primari1y indebted to Hutcheson for one as-

pect of his understanding of this concept. Hutcheson he1d that 

beauty was of two types, aesthetic and moral. The former is 

constituted by the regu1arity, order and harmony which one ob-

serves in contemp1ating the created order. The latter is cons-

tituted by the regu1arity and order of moral actions and affect

ions. 156 Edwards picks up this thought and makes his own dis-

tinction between what he terms primary beauty (true virtue) and 

an "inferior, secondary beauty, which is sorne image of this, 

and which is not pecu1iar to spiritual beings, but is found 

even in inanimate things; which consists in a mutua1 consent 

and agreement of different things, in form, manner, quantity, 

and visible end or design; ca11ed by the various names of re-

gu1arity, order, uniformity, symmetry, proportion, harmony, 
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This secondary beauty which "Mr. Hutcheson, in his Trea-

tise on Beauty, expresses by uniformity in the midst of varie~y 

... is no other than the consent or agreement of different 

h · . f . 158 t lngs, ln orm, quantlty, etc." The greater the number and 

interdependence of mutually agreeing things, the g.reater is the 

beauty. IIAnd the reason of that is, because it is more consi-

derable to have many things consent with one another, than a 

159 
few only."· 

EDWARDS'THEORY OF BEAUTY 

Edwards ' the ory of beauty was he Id against two others. 

One was that beauty as su ch is arbitrary and relative, since 

two people may view the same contexts in totally opposite ways 

(Hutcheson). The second was that truth, goodness and beauty are 

absolute qualities, independent of God and "conforming to an in-

variable law in nature in consequence of which aIl rational 

beings perce ive beauty in certain relationships and deformity 

160 in the contrary. " 

These theories do not hold, says Edwards, because one 

cannot see beauty unless one is so disposed and one so disposed 

must see beauty in what is beautiful. For Edwards, what is beau-

tiful is the divine glory manifest in the created order. Once 

this beauty is perceived its attraction cannot be denied. For 

this intrinsic beauty is nothing less than a vision of the di-
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vine Being. 

Edwards held that many, while experiencing pleasure from 

secondary beauty do not perce ive its basic agreement and propor-

tion, that is, they do not perce ive the true or intrinsic beauty 

of the created order. And this is because they do not per-

ceive that the universe is constituted by God himself who is 

IIthe infinite universal and all-comprehending existence.,,161 

Here again, we find an adaptation of Calvin's contention that 

the natural man, when confronted with God 1 s works . "whereby he 

renders himself near and familiar to us, and in sorne manner 

" h" lf 162 d" d h h f h k communlcateb l.mse ," lsregar ste Aut or 0 t .ese wor s, 

corrupts their truth by his vanity and sits "idly in contem

plation. 1I163 In Aldridge's words this adaptation of Hutcheson's 

concept of beauty which was both a refutation of it and a going 

beyond it, represents also lia retracing of Hutcheson 1 s ground, 

1 " " " " " 164 from a Ca Vln1.stlc vlewpolnt." 

BEAUTY AND THE NATURAL WORLD IN EDWARDS ' THOUGHT 

What Edwards admits then, is that the intrinsic beauty 

of the natural world, of which its harmony, regularity, and inter-

dependent order, is a manifestation, must be experienced or pe.r-

ceived in order to be ·understood. He accepted the fact that one 

could have a highly developed aesthetic sense or appreciation 

and love of secondary beauty without assenting to the divine 

sovereignty. With himself, however, his love of the God to whom 
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he yielded, reinforced his love and appreciation of the natural 

world. In return, his sense of the Creator was reinforced by 

his appreciation of his creation. 

The gift of grace, mediated through the senses (Locke), 

was for Edwards alI-important. One could not appreciate the re-

ality of the natural world without it. Reality could not be 

perceived "without sorne direct experience of the divine being 

taken radically" as a presupposition. This tenet of Edwards' 

. . . l k l d d b h' 165 emplrlclsm was a ways ac now e ge y lm. 

Thus, beauty is neither arbitrary nor an absolute. It 

cannot be arbitrary because it is invariable, if seen. And it. 

cannot be an absolute, for it is dependent for its presence on 

the One who ernHBnates beauty. 

In determining the nature of things as they are, empi-

rically, Edwards sought to de termine the utility of things or 

"the proportion and fitness of a cause, or means, to a visibly 

designed effect." For there is a "beauty which consists in the 

visible fitness of a thing to its use. 11
166 Edwards does not 

say, as Hutcheson does, that the proportion and symmetry of the 

natural world alone constitutes its beauty, without consideration 

of its functional qualiti\es. Nor does he accept the thesis 

that utility alone produces beauty. Rather, he maintains that 

the beauty of the natural world consists in its intrinsic beauty, 

its secondary physical beauty and the way in which the whole co-

heres in interdependent harmony. This beauty or interdependent 
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wholeness is twofold. In the first place the different elements 

agree in a common purpose or end. Secondly, these individual 

t · . . h d' 167. en ltles agree Wlt an are unlted to one another. In thls 

way, Edwards seeks to relate both a utilitarian view of the 

created order and Hutcheson's concept of independent beauty.168 

We find in Edwards' understanding of the nature and sig-

nificance of the beauty of the natural world an appropriation 

of Hutcheson's thought. We will find this appropriation to be 

most evident when we consider his understanding of the natural 

world as a community. 

SUMMARY 

We have discovered that attempts to understand the 

natural world and its significance for man were current in Ed-

wards' day. Wherever he turned in his reading, he encountered 

reflection on it. His own puritan tradition stressed the so

vereignty of the Creator over his creation and his imman~nce in 

it. Similarly it stressed man' s responsibility to understand 

his environment in order to understand the Creator's nature 

and will. Calvin likewise spoke of the sovereignty of the Cre-

ator, his .. self .... communication and his manifestation in his 

creation. He stressed His providential creative activity in it. 

His view of the created order was d1ristological. And he took 

seriously the fact of the presence of the Devil or of a power-
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fuI destructive force in this order. AlI of these emphases are 

reflected in Edwards ' thought. 

The Cambridge Platonists also exerted an influence on 

Edwards. The idealistic strain in Cudworth's thought is re

flected in Edwards ' idealistic understanding of the natural world. 

There is also a similarity in their understanding of the role of 

the divine wisdom in the natural order. 

Cudworth's idealistic tendency was balanced in Edwards ' 

thought by the strong empiricist tendency of Locke and Newton. 

Newton's studies on the atom also helped shape Edwards ' viewof 

the natural world as an interrelated community. Similarly, 

Locke's belief in the importance of the senses for perception 

was significant for Edwards ' thought concerning the manner in 

which one understands the significance of the natural order. 

Francis Hutcheson reinforced Edwards ' natural aesthetic sensi

bilities and influenced his reflection on the nature of beauty 

and on the difference between primary and secondary beauty. 

Edwards' approach to the natural world was not haphazard. 

AlI of these influences found a place in his thought about it. 

Therefore it is impossible to maintain with Emily S. Watts, for 

example, that Il Edwards 1 concept of nature ... has its foundation 

in The True Intellectual system. 1I169 The foundation of Edwards' 

understanding of the natural world is not located in any one of 

the sources we have discussed, although each makes a distinct 

contribution to this understanding. The foundation,rather, is 
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in Edwards himself. 170 

Edwards attempted to ~ynthesize what he could learn 

from aIl sources concerning the natural world and construct a 

logical system of thought about it in order to add to man's 

knowledge of the nature and will of the Creator. We shall now 

consider the constituents of that system. 

l 
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veale them. • .• " (John Preston, "Life Eternall," p. 21, quoted 
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From His private Notebooks, p. viii, ix. 
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natural laws Wl1ich govern the created order should be studied 
in order to learn God's purpose in at times setting them aside. 

It is a great argument with me, that God, in 
the creation and disposaI of the world and 
the state and course of things in it, had 
great respect to a shewing forth and resembl-
ing spiritual things, because God in sorne 
instances seems to have gone quite beside the or
dinary laws of nature in order to it. • . 

102 h' h h' 1" f h d' k b "T ere lS no suc t lng as meclanlsm 1 t at wor lS ta en to e 
that whereby bodies act upon each other purely and prope:e1y 
by themselves." O.A., p. 19. 

103M, 
lSC. 346. 

104"Life of President Edwards", Works, Vol. l, p. 306. 

105Egbert C. Smyth, "The 1 New Philosophy 1 against which students 
at Yale Co11ege were warned in 1714". Proceedings, American 
Antiguarian Society, New Series, 10:1896, p. 252. Presumably 
this hesitancy was still cnrrent, to sorne extent at least, 
during Edwards ' years at Yale. 

106 'Il Tl Id' dIt h Perry Ml er, le New Eng an Mln: Tle Seven eent Century, 
p. 176-177. ~lis, of course, lS not to deny that both Calvln ' s 
and Edwards ' own tradition influenced him in ways we have dis
cussed. 

107"Life of President Edwards", Works, Vol. l, p. 94 c. 

108E. A. Burtt. The Metaphysical Foundations of Modern Science, 
p. 236. 

109" (Edwards 1) father had communicated to a scientific friend, 
probably in England, an account of sorne interesting natural 
curiosity. In his reply, the friend had 'expressed a desire 
for any other information of a similar nature. 1 Under this ins
piration and the corunand of his father, Edwards wrote a letter 
on the flying spider." (Clarence H. Faust, "Jonathan Edwards 
as a Scientist", .92..'cit., p. 395.) The details of the episode 
to which this quotation refers are set forth in the "Life of 
President Edwards", 32.. cit., p. 22, 23 c. Here it is stated 
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that "No trace of the name or residence of the correspondent 

is preserved. Il 

110"we shall Endeavour to Give a full Account of the Rainbow 

and such an One as we think if WeIl understood will be satis-· 

factory to Any body if they Are fully satisfied of Sir Isaac 

Newton 1 s Different Reflexibility and Refrangibility of the 

Rays of light.. l" (Of the Rainbow", Faust and Johnson, 

.QE. cit., p. 13) 

111"In 1714 Jeremiah Drununer sent a collection of books to the 

Yale College Library. The collection included as gifts from 

1 Sr. Isaac Newton 1 the principia (2nd Ed.) and Optice (Latin 

translation by Samuel Clarke, 1706)." (James H. Tufts, "Edwards 

and Newton", The Philosophical Review 49:294, Novenù)er 1940, 

p. 615) The Drurruner collection is also referred to by Ola 

Winslow, ~. cit., p. 5S, 83-84; 

l12Thomas Johnson, "Jonathan Edwards 1 Background of Reading", 

~. cit., p. 210. 

113Tufts, ~. cit., p. 616 ff. 

114Wallace E. Anderson, "Irrunaterialism in Jonathan Edwards 1 

Early Philosophical Notes." Journal of the History of Ideas, 25: 

1964, p. 182. 

l15Thomas Johnson, "Jonathan Edwards 1 Background of Reading", 

.QE. cit., p. 215. We can surmise that the use these poets made 

of Newton's works contributed to Edwards ' OWl1 imaginative 

treatment of Newton. 

l16Marjorie Hope Nicolson, Newton Demands the Muse, p. 22, 23. 

117 O.B., p. 7. 

l18Mind 27. 

l19principia, p. 311, quoted in Burtt, EE. cit., p. 257. 

l200pticks, p. 344, quoted in ibid., p. 258. 

l21. b 'd 
~., p. 261. 
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l240 . A. , p. 9, 10. 

l25'b'd ~., p. 17. 

-71-

ff quoted in Burtt, ~. cit., p. 229-230. 

l26por an elaboration of this point see Perry Miller, Jonathan 
Edwards, p. 89 ff. 

l27"All bodies whatsoever except atoms themselves must of ab
solute necessity be composed of atoms or of bodies that are 
indiscerpible." O.A., p. 9. 

128, 976 M1SC. • 

l29Mind 40. 

l30'b'd 1. 1 • 

l3l0 •B., p. 7. 

l32p .w., p. 392. 

l33cf Mind 61, 27. In the latter section resistance or solidity 
is attributed to the exertion of God's power in the form of the 
natural law of gravity. "Resistance is nothing else but the 
actual exertion of God's power, so the power can be nothing else 
but the constant law or method of that actual exertion." 

We are here suggesting that Edwards ' study of Newton 
provided him with additional motivation and resources to resist 
the deistic tendencies of much of the thought of his day. 

134"General Scholium", princiEia, p. 546. 

l35Mind 65. 

136 Burtt, ~. cit., p. 223. 

137 
T.V., p. 26. 
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138"The coordination of uti1ity and glory in the very act of 
perception was the great, the original and creative resu1t of 
Edwards' deep immersion in Locke." Jonathan Edwards, p. 67. 

139 nn 
JOM Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding 2:1:3. 

140 perry Miller, Jonathan Edwards, p. 65. 

141 
O.A., p. 18, 19. 

142D •L., p. 17. 

143 'b· 'd 1. 1. • 

144 , 2 1 4 EE. C1.t., ::. 

145 
D.L., p. 4. 

146'b'd 2:..2.-. , 

147'b'd 2:..2:-. , 

p. 5. 

p. 13. 

148 't 2 9 8 ,SE. ~., ::. 

149 ibid ., 2:1:2. 

150 D.L., p. 18. 

151,SE. cit., 2:21:5. 

152'b'd 
~., 

153'b'd ~., 

2:27:4. 

2:27:5. 

154Thomas H. Johnson, "Jonathan Edwards' Background of Reading", 
~. ~it., p. 204. 

155 11The genera1 plan of his theory of moral sense is constant1y 
suggested for comparison, contrast or illustration, fundamenta1 
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doctrines and coro11ary principles from his s~em are specifical-
1y stated and attackedj and others of his notions are cited 
in support of Edwards' own views." 

A. Owen Aldridge, "Edwards and Hutcheson", Harvard Theo-
1ogica1 Review 44:1951, p. 35 

156Faust and Johnson, ~. cit., p. lxxix ff. 

157 T.V., p. 26. 

158"b'd 1 1 • 

159'b'd 1 1 • 

160A1dridge, ~. cit., p. 40. 

161Mind 62. 

162 l' t' t Ca Vln, Ins ltu es, 

163 ibid ., 1:5:11. 

164~. cit., p. 37-38. 

1:5:9. 

165clyde A. Holbrook, "Edwards and the Ethical Question", Har
vard Theo1ogical Review 60:1967, p. 168. 

166 T.V., p. 26. 

167'b,'d 27 ~~., p. . 

168 Id 'd ' t 44 45 A. rl ge, EE. ~., p. , . 

169Emily stipes Watts, Jonathan Edwards and the Cambridge Plato
nists, unpublished Ph.D. thesis, p. 90. 

170It is difficult to "prove" that Edwards received his under
standing of the natural world direct1y from a particular indiv
idual or school of thought. No t only was he much too original 
,a thinker for it to be said that he took over directly the thought 
of any one else, but he was also most reticent about his sources. 
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Before his time the theological writers .•. 
with scarcely an exception, followed on, one 
after another, in the same beaten path •. 
Mr. Edwards had a mind too creative to be thus 
dependent on others. 

In contrast to those who preceded him and who wrote on the 
same subjects 

his positions are new, his definitions are 
new, his plans are new, his arguments are new 
(and) his mode of reasoning and his method of 
discover ing truth are perfectly his own. ("Life 
of President Edwards", op. cit., p. 610 c) 

Wi th respect to Edwards' "superabundance of modesty" 
which he sought to cultivate, he resolved "to be very moderate 
in the use of terms of art. Let it not look as if l was much 
read or was conversant with books, or with the learned world." 
(Rule nine, N.S., p. 702, 703) Thomas Johnson holds that even 
though this resolution was made at a young age, itwas "efficient
ly practiced"throughout his life ("Jonathan Edwards' Background 
of Reading", ~. cit., p. 199). "His reading was undoubtedly 
much more extensive than the evidence in the Catalogue and the 
references and notes in his treatises, miscellanies and letters 
would suggest." (ibid., p. 221) Hence the difficulty of de
termining an external "foundation" for his thought. And "the 
more one knows of him the less easy such an attempt becomes." 
(ibid., p. 199) 
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CHAPTER II 

THE DOCTRINE OF CREATION 

INTRODUCTION 

liA theological understanding of Nature begins not with 

b . h . l Nature ut Wlt creatlon." Edwards sought to understand the 

natural world in its totality. In this attempt a definite view 

of creation is presupposed. Consequently, before investigating 

Edwards' understanding of the natural world and man's relation-

ship to it as such, we shall consider his view of creation. To 

this end we shall first outline a Biblical view of creation with 

which Edwards' view has mu ch similarity. We shall then state 

where Edwards went beyond the Biblical understanding. To further 

clarify his position we shall then compare his understanding of 

creation with a Christian alternative to it. 

THE BIBLICAL UNDERSTANDING OF CREATION 

The Biblical understanding of creation is based on the 

affirmation that the whole created order is "good", that is, 

fitted for a particular purpose. This goodness is indicative of 

the sovereignty of the Creator. It also indicates his benevo-

lence toward the creature, in token of which he gives the crea-

ture a habitat. In this habitat the creature çan find his joy 

in service to the Creator and is everywhere reminded of the Cre-
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atorls goodness. He is irrevocably weddedto this habitat in 

such a way that it becomes both the foundation of and the setting 

for his relationship with the Creator, which alone gives mean~ng 

to life. 2 

The created order,then, is a manifestation of a coven~tal 

relationship between Creator and created. It is not rationally 

constituted and self-sustaining. It is rather the executor of 

the purposes of the divine will and is dependent upon the Cre~tor 

for its existence. And it is this created order in which the 

Creator delights and to which he commits himself. Creator and 

created are thus insep;rable. This fact is the basis of the uni

ty of the creation. It is through the continuous activity of the 

Creator that this unit y is maintained and the disruptive forces, 

inherent in an imperfect order, restrained. ~1e regularities of 

the created order evince the reality of its unit y, the personal 

relationship which exists between the Creator and his creation 

and his intention to maintain it. 

Of aIl the creatures in the created order man is the chief. 

The world in which he lives was created as his dwelling place and 

aIl things contained in it were established for his benefit. He 

is required to exercise authority over the rest of this order in 

conformity with the divine will or sovereignty. This implies 

that the rest of the created order is related to the Creator 

through man. This also implies that manls actions vis a vis the 
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Creator likewise affect the creation. His consent or dissent 

to his dut Y to the Creator affects the weIl being of the creation 

as a whole. The whole creation praises the Creator, the whole 

creation converses with itself and with its Creator. Yet it is 

only with man that this praise and conversation become articu-

late. 

The present creation points to that which goes beyond it. 

This is the new creation, the promise of which is contained in 

that radically new element which inheres in the present created 

order and causes it to progress toward its goal. In the new 

creation, the original intention of the Creator will be fulfilled. 

~ 

It will be consu~ted in the person of Christ in whom the purpose 

of creation is revealed and in whom aIl things will be taken up 

and brought together. 

The Biblical doctrine of creation,then, would seero to 

have at least the following elements: the sovereignty of the 

cr~ator,3 his indissoluble relationship with his creation,4 the 

gift of the creation to the created by the Creator, 5 the scale 

of the created order and man's place on it,6 the subordinate re

lationship of the rest of the created order to man, 7 man's effect 

on the rest of the created order,8 the goal of creation, 9 and 

the new creation in Christ. ID We shall find aIl of these elements 

present in Edwards' understanding of the natural world. We may 

therefore say that Edwards viewed the natural world in the con-
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text of his understanding of creation and that this understanding 

was primarily Biblical and especially Hebraic. To what extent 

did Edwards move beyond the elements we have noted or uniquely 

interpret them? We find Edwards to be original in this respect 

in at least six particulars. 

EDWARDS' UNDERSTANDING OF CREATION 

First, Edwards combines a belief in creation ex nihilo 

with a belief in creation ad extra. The doctrine of creation 

ex nihilo cannot be maintained from Biblical sources. ll Ed-

wards conceives creation as being ex nihilo in the sense that it 

represents the coming into existence of a system of consent to 

being which is the antithesis of that dissent from being which 

is the equivalent of nothingness. The creation of the universe 

ex nihilo "even of every individual atom or primary particle" 

was an arbitrary operation as was "the graduaI bringing of the 

t f h Id ' t d 12 mat er 0 t e wor ln 0 or er." The Creator brings order out 

of nothingness. 

For Edwards, the opposite of being is nothing. Only as 

created elements are united with their source do they have exis-

tence. It is the love of the Creator which continually creates 

.-> 

by "retrieving" that which is estranged from non-existence; that 

is, by bestowing upon the creation the power to consent to being. 

The greater the consent, the greater the distance from nothing 
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or non-being and the greater the "quant ity Il of existence. By 

maintaining the created order in being, God continually creates, 

he continually maintains the order against the destructive power 

which constantly threatens it. God also creates through his self-

communication. UIt is God's essence to incline to communicate 

himself.,,13 In this self-communication, God creates ad extra. 

His glory in the more extensive sense of the 

word, (is) hisshewing forth or the going 
forth of his excellency, beauty and essential 

glory, ad extra. By the one way it goes forth 

towards created understanding, by the other 
it goes forth towards their wills or hearts 
. . .His glory is then received by the whole 

soul, f~th by the understanding and by the 
heart. 

God seeks to communicate goodness to the creature. 15 In 

this communication he gives to the creature that which as it were 

overflows from the divine Being, from that which inheres in the 

divine Being. That is, the Creator gives something of himself 

to that which he has created. In God's creative activity "there is 

something of good actually communicated, sorne of that good that is 

in God. 1I16 For Edwards, to communicate is to create. 

God creates, then, ex nihilo and ad extra. In both cases 

there is a movement from dissent to being or nothingness to consent 

to being and life. God takes life from nothing or contradiction 

by communicating himself or his goodness. This is manifest in 

the creature as a will and power to consent to being, or consent 

to duty. 
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Secondly, Edwards distinguishes between a primary and 

secondary creation. Men and angels, he suggests, were formed by 

a "primary creation" and an absolutely arbitrary operation, just 

as was the case with the creation of the primary particles of matter 

or atoms. This arbitrary operation was absolute and unlike that 

process operative in the creation of the natural world where both' 

natural and arbitrary modes of operation were utilized. The sun, 

moon, stars, mineraIs, plants and animaIs "were formed out of 

pre-existent principles by a secondary creation •.. operating 

upon these principles or subsisting by certain general laws of 

nature already established.,,17 

A third feature of Edwards' understanding of creation is 

that it main tains both a transcendence and immanence in relating 

the Creator to his creation. God is always and everywhere im

mediately and creatively present in the world. Because God com

municates something of himself to his creation, there can be no 

artificial separation between the two. In this sense the Creator 

inheres in the created order. 

The fact that Edwards saw the Creator as operative in his 

creation did not imply for him that the Creator and the created are 

identical. The Creator is not identifiable with his creation, he 

transcends it although he is not independent of it. Edwards could 

not accept a traditional view of transcendence which separated 

the Creator from his creation because, as R. Gregor Smith put it, 

"the old doctrine of transcendence is nothing more than an assert-
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ion of an outmoded view of the world. 1I18 Nor could Edwards con-

ceive of the Creator as simply the one who gives meaning and di-

rection to nature. Such naturalism, Edwards perceived, could 

easily give rise to a belief in mechanical causation and the dis-

sociation of the creation from the Creator. What Edwards was 

trying to express was the paradox of the irnrnanince of the trans
""~'l'\d\,/ 

cendent. God is "wholly other" (Barth) but not other-rdoL'feUy. He 

belongs to a dimension of existence which cannot be contained in 

fhe natural realm. 19 

Douglas Elwood has termed as "pan-en-theism" Edwards ' 

effort to combine the pantheistic and theistic elements found in 

traditional doctrines of God. This word is used to describe a 

relationship of mutual immanince between the creation and the 

Creator: IIGod in the World and the World in GOd.,,20 Yet God re-

mains separate from the created order in that he alone is self-

sufficient. He alone is independent of the total system of re-

lations which he has established. He alone can exist without 

the consent of other beings. He alone is infinite and not finite. 

Whatsoever is a part is finite. God, as He is 
infinite and the being whence aIl are derived 
and from whom everything is given, does comprehend 
the entity of aIl His creatures; and their en
tity is not ta be added to His, as not com
prehended fn it, for they are but communications 
from Him. 2 

A fourth contribution we find peculiar with Edwards is 

his affirmation that creation is God's means of giving himself 
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to the creature. Through creation he puts himself at the crea-

turels disposal. Central to this thought was Edwards ' concept 

of the power of God, the constant exercise of which was neces-

1 t b d · . b' 22 sary 1 0 preserve 0 les ln elng. Il It is the power of God 

which enables the natural world to cohere. It is also the power 

of God which the creature has the possibility of discovering, 

liberating and using as he has the will to do. 

The creation, because it is divine, is also sacred. It 

is to be reverenced and used as it was intended to be used. As 

the self-giving of the Creator, the creation is good, and is to 

be accepted with thanksgiving and used as a means to sustain and 

support the religious quest. Any other use is a misuse and cons-

titutes an estrangement from the Creator and a failure of love. 

A fifth contribution we find in Edwards ' understanding of 

creation is his contention that it is the medium of the Creatorls 

self-communication, and that what is communicated is the creaturels 

happiness. The Creator in creating exercises his goodness,and 

the exercise of goodness and the communication of the creaturels 

happiness are the same thing. 23 This happiness is communicated 

to the whole created order. For if the whole of creation is good, 

--that which is, is good because it is equipped to do its duty, __ 24 

then the whole of creation is happy to the extent that it ful-

fills its purpose. Therefore, the whole created order rejoices 

in its own existence. It delights at the glory of the Creator 
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displayed in it when it acts according to the principles and for 

the purposes for which it was created. 25 

And the happiness that is conununicated to the creation by 

the Creator is conununicated in the creation by those elements 

which constitute it. For when the created order does its dut Y 

it exercises or realizes its potential for good. And to be good 

or to do onels dut y, is both to experience and enjoy happiness 

and to conununicate this happiness to aIl other elements with 

whom there is a relationship. To conununicate happiness is an 

26 absolute good. Goodness, then, is.an exercise in the conunu-

nication of happiness27 and a participation in the end of creation. 

The highest good that can be brought ta pass 
by anything that can be done by either God 
or created beings is the happiness of the 
creature. Therefore tha~8is properly made 
the highest end by both. 

The Creator seeks his own happiness by seeking the crea-

tures l happiness and by providing them with the means to achieve 

't 29 1 . Part of the good in God is his happiness which is conunu-

nicated to the creation. He exercises his goodness by showing 

forth his power, wisdom, holiness and justice in the created 

order, in order that the creation might receive it and therefore 

30 be happy. For the creature, happiness is "the perception of 

excellency", which is the perception or the grasping of the sig

nificance of who God is and what he does in the created order. 31 

That is, happiness is the perception of the divine glory. 
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Specifically, the happiness of the creature consists in 

the perception of three things. First, the consent of being to 

its own being or the Creator's agreement with hirnself. God is 

"happy in himself, or, delights and has pleasure in his own 

beauty." "God's holiness consists in love to hirnself . .,32 The 

perception of this beauty and holiness is in itself delightful. 

It fills the creature with happiness. Secondly, happiness con-

sists in the perception of the Creator's consent to the created. 

The creature is happy when he perce ives hirnself to be the object 

of a loving relationship, whenhe perceives his acceptance by 

the source of life. 33 

Thirdly, the creature is happy when he perceives his own 

consent to being or his own consent to this relationship. Happi-

ness consistsinmaking the Creator's purposes the creature's own 

and therefore being united with aIl other created elements which 

are likewise united with the Creator. That is, happiness con

sists in the perception and execution of duty.34 And the happi-

ness experienced in the execution of dut Y is not essentially 

different from the happiness experienced by the elect when they 

are eternally united with their Creator. Indeed, the happiness 

experienced in the created order is a foretaste or prefiguring of 

eternal bliss in which the perfect society will at last be real-

ized, in which aIl will be perfectly united, holy, full of love 

and equally fellow citizens of the'kingdorn of love. 35 
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In addition, happiness has a social dimension. God's 

glory cannot be present without community aiso being present. 

It is "fit and desirable that the glorious perfections of God' 

shouid be known, and the operations and expressions of them seen, 

by other beings besides himseif .... It is a thing infinitely good 

in itseIf, that God's glory should be known by a glorious society 

d b 
. 36 

of crea te e~ngs." Whenever God glorifies himself in his cre-

ation, there community exists. 

Since "happiness is nothing but the emanation and expres

sion of God' s glory, ,,37 it follows again that happiness is aiso 

impossible apart from community. Isolated existence cannot ex-

perience true happiness. It cannot participate in the fulfill-

ment of the end for which creation was brought into being: the 

glorification of the Creator. 

A sixth characteristic of Edwards' doctrine of creation 

can only be aliuded to--viz. a sacramental view of the created 

order. Edwards, to our knowledge, no where explicitly states 

this view. However he does contend that the creation is a me-

dium of God's self-communication. If we conceive of a sacrament 

. h . h .. 1 ' 38 h as that wh~c commun~cates t e "Sp~r~tua Presence', t en, ac-

cording to Edwards, the whole created order is sacramental in 

character. For it has the capacity or potential for being the 

vehicie of the divine self-communication. 
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So that, when we are delighted with' flowery 
meadows, and gentle breezes of wind, we may 
consider that we see only the emanationsof 
the sweet benevolence of Jesus Christ. When 
we behold the fragrant rose and lily, we see 
His love and purity. SO the green trees, 
and fields, and singing of birds are the 
emanations of His infinite joy and benignity. 
The easiness and naturalness of trees and 
vines are shadows of His beauty and loveli
ness. The crystal rivers and murmuring 
streams are the footsteps of his favor, 
grace and beauty. When we behold the light 
and brightness of the sun, the golden edges 
of an evening cloud, or the beauteous bow, 
we behold the adumbrations of His glory 
and goodness: and, in the blue sky, of His 
mildness and gentleness. 39 

In short, the whole of the created order i8 lia lively shadow of 

His spotless holiness, and happiness and delight in communicating 

. If 40 H~mse ." 

AN ALTERNATIVE UNDERSTANDING OF CREATION 

Edwards' view of creation places him in that theological 

tradition which views the Creator as bei.ng in a state of conti-

nuit y with his creation It sees the created order as a product 

of His on-going creativity. In its view this creative activity 

provides the creation with a consciousness of being in relation 

41 with the Creator. 

Schleiermacher expressed the view of this tradition 
42 

in terms of the feeling of absolute dependence. 'ro this under-

standing, withdrawal of the creative activity would result in the 

non-existence of the object of creation. "Created things. 
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would drop into nothing, upon the ceasing of the present moment, 

without a new exertion of the divine power to cause them to 

43 exist in the following moment. Il This is not a pantheistic 

viewpoint because it does not identify the object of creation 

and the Creator. Yet it also avoids a dualism in that it does 

not sharply distinguish his creative activity and the created 

element. It maintains that God participates in the existence of 

that which he creates. Therefore,reality cannot be uniquely 

separated into natural and divine areas. The same reality in-

heres in aIl existence. 

This view of creation is opposed by that tradition which 

views the Creator as being only over against that which he has 

created. The Creator and the creation are distinct entities. To 

this understanding, knowledge of God's creativity cornes solely 

through revelation and is in no way related to what is discovered 

about the nature of creation. This means in turn that revelation 

can have no extension or reality in time or in the created order; 

it is limited to specific instances. ~lere can be no such thing 

in this school of thought as a sacramental creation because the 

one who reveals or the spiritual presence can in no way be in 

or a part of the creation. The creation can not be a medium of 

revelation or a bearer of the spiritual presence since the Creator 

is absolutely discontinuous with his creation. 

This point of view is expressed by Emil Brunner in ~1e 

d1ristian Doctrine of Creation and Redemption. Positing the 
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Creator as one who stands "before and above" his creation he ex-

plicit~ly denies any correlation between the two. He affirms it 

is possible to conceive of the one apart from the other. 

"The fact that God 'called the world into existence'. 

means that He has created something other than Himself, 'over 

against' Himself •••• A world which is not God exists alongside 

f H
' ,,44 o lm. The creation therefore is not the "alter ego" of the 

Creator. Consequently, when we think of the created order, 

we must think of it as something which does 
not naturally~ essentially, and eternally, 
belong to God, but as something which only 
exists because it has been created by God. 
If it were otherwise, God would not be the' 
Lord of the World at aIl, but, so to speak, 
its double. 45 

To this view,creation contains within it nothing new or 

unique. Redemption occurs out of the created order, not through 

it. "This world is thereby no whit exalted, or established, or 

46 transformed." The glory of God is in no way manifest in the 

created order, for he is in no way bound to that which he has 

created. He has in no way placed himself at the disposaI of the 

creature or offered himself to him. The creature can only respond 

to a somewhat capricious divine initiative. "It is God who pro-

nounces and speaks and renders, who selects and values according 

47 to His pleasure." Reason is useless in such a situation. For 

no exercise of reason can reveal the Creator if he does not spe

ciflcally act to enable this to be'done. And, if he does, reason 
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is unnecessary. Consequently, what reason discovers about the 

nature of the created order has either nothing to do with what 

revelation "reveals" about it or it adds nothing to what is al-

ready known. Creation is 

a fact which we cannot grasp in thought, 
nor can we evolve it out of our own needs, 
but we have to accept it, through the Divine 
revelation, as 'posited'. Thus we now see 
the necessary connection between creation 
and revelation. We can only speak of Cre
ation on the basis of Revelation .... 
On the basis of our own intellectual efforts, 
to speak of 'creation' is ... nonsense. 48 

Brunner maintains that the fact the Creator has called 

the world into existence "means that non-divine, creaturely exis-

tence and even all that is material and destined to pass away 

h b f d f h d ' f t d' , ." t d 49 
as een ree rom t e 0 lum a s an lng ln Opposltlon 0 Go ." 

Because the Creator has willed the entire created order, because 

he has limited himself by allowing this creation to stand "over 

against" himself, all things "cease to be regarded as contempt-

'bl d" 1 50 11' h f 
l e, lsgustlng or unrea." A thlngs t ere ore are good. 

The proponents of the first view of creation maintain 

that only if God inheres in all things or only if all things 

partake of the divine nature can the creation be termed "good", 

that is, equipped or fitted to act as it was created to do. This 

means that apart from the continuous activity of the Creator, 

the creation has no freedom. Only where God is present is there 

freedomi only there exists the possibility of creative activity. 
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For apart from the presence of the Creator, the "energy of the 

divine will" (Brunner) is absent. This means there can be no 

progress, nothing new, no history. Apart from the divine pre-, 

sence or power the creation cannot and does not participate in 

h ' t 51 
~s ory. 

Brunner states that "creation remains God's secret, a mys

tery, an article of faith.,,52 Edwards also maintains that there 

is a mysteriousness about the created order which escapes the 

capacity of the creature to fathom. The basis of this mystery 

is the essential mystery of the Creator and his communication or 

infusion of it into that which he creates. 53 The recognition of 

the mystery of creation depends upon a perception of the conti-

nuit y of the creation and the Creator. But this Brunner explicit-

ly denies. The mystery of the one who is in sorne sense wholly 

"other'" cannot be experienced in the created order because what 

is there is essentially non-mysterious. What is there are simply 

natural laws, whose operations are capable of rational determi-

nation. And as Tillich has pointed .out this is not mystery. 

"Nothing which can be discovered by a methodical cognitive ap-

proach should be called a 'mystery'. What is not known today, 

54 but which might possibly be known tomorrow, is not a mystery." 

That which ceases to be a mystery after it has been revealed is 

not essentially mysterious. 

Brunner cannot take the mystery of creation.seriously 

because inhis emphasis on the transcendence of the Creator he 
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has excluded the possibility of his immanince in the created order. 

The Creator exists only in so far as he is comprehended by faith. 

Likewise the mystery of the creation is "an article of faith." 

This means the emphasis in the understanding of faith is placed 

on cognition at the expense of beinlJ. The Creator exists only in 

50 far as he unveils himself to the creature. And the creature 

exists before God only in so far a$ he perce ives the Creator in 

faith. In this transcendental thought form the reality of the cre

ated order has been removed. The latter therefore cannot be taken 

seriously. Consequently, its significance for the creature, and 

the significance of its mystery, cannot be taken seriously. For 

it is denied that the creation is, in fact, mysterious. 

The consequences of Brunner's position are two-fold. 

First, the creation is ultirnately not taken seriously. For the 

suprerne end of devotion is the Creator and he has no part in that 

which he has created. Here, Brunner rnight agree with Ritschl's 

affirmation that "God is the only Being (who) is not burdened with 

nature. 11
55 Secondly, for Brunner, what is done in the creation 

cannot be ultimately significant for it does not directly affect 

the Creator. Reality is other-worldly. Eternity, not temporali

ty, is all-important. Except where the eternal realm "breaks in

to" the temporal, the latter has no permanent signif icance. 

Thus we have two views of creation. The first is static 

in which there is essentially nothing new. The creation is set 

over against the Creator and is discontinuous wi th him. This 
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means the creation cannot participate in the historical process. 

Because God is the God of history it is the historical realm 

only that can be taken seriously. Creation and Redemption are' 

therefore unrelated. 56 To be redeemed means to be taken out of 

the natural order. 

By contrast, Edwards holds that Creator and creation 

exist in a personal relationship. The creation is not that which 

is set "over against" the Creator but that which participates in 

him. Apart from this relationship the created order has no real-

ity. Its participation in the Creator is the source of its 

value, integrity and life. 

Creation is attended by a mystery which cannot be pene-

trated by human reason alone but which cannot be taken seriously 

if the created order is not itself taken seriously. For it is 

only when the natural realm is taken seriously that the mystery 

which inheres in it can be perceived as mystery and not simply 

as unknown. 57 

The purpose of the natural order and the mystery surround-

ing that purpose, and the mystery of the active, creative, re-

deeming presence of the Creator in his creation, are two dominant 
"f" 

motifs in Edwards' view of creation. He would set man ~ee to 

participate in ,this purpose, and investigateand ,perce ive this 

mystery. 

j 
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SUMMARY 

Edwardsappropriated the Biblical understanding of cre~t
ion and gave to it his own interpretation. The elements of this 
interpretation which he introduced into the Biblical account 

were: a belief in creation ~ nihilo together with a belief in 
creation ad extra, the distinction between a secondary and prima
ry creation, the relating of the Creator to his creation in terms 
both of transcendence and imman~nce, the affirmation that the 
creation is the means whereby the Creator gives himself to and 
communicates with the creature, and the inference that the created 
order maintains a sacramental character. 

Edwards· understanding of creation is at variance with 

that understanding in which the Creator does not participate in 
his creation, give of himself in it, or communicate through it. 
The result of maintaining this position, from Edwards· perspective, 
is the separation of those elements which must be maintained in 
a relationship of tension in any adequate understanding of creat
ion. These are, the relationship between: the imman~nce and 
transcendence of the Creator, reason and revelation, and creation 
and redemption. In addition, a view of creation which separates 
these elements denies its reality and mystery. Consequentl~ this 
understanding cannot grasptheir significance for man. Therefore, 
it cannot, in Edwards· view, comprehend the nature and purpose 

of the created order. 
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NOTES 

IJames C. Logan, "The Secularization of Nature", Christians and 
the Good Earth, p. 113. 
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Vol. l, p. 727 ff. 

3 Isa. 44:24. 
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10Eph • 1:10. 

Il Anderson, ~. cit., p. 728. 

12Misc • 1263. 

13Misc . 107,quoted in Roland A. Delattre, Beauty and Sensibility 
in the Thought of Jonathan Edwards. 
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16Misc • 1218. 
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18 
The New Man, p. 108, quoted in J. A. T. Robinson, Honest to 

God, p. 44. 

19Edwards holds this position over against and in reaction to the 
Deistic tendencies inherent both in his own tradition and in post
Newtonian scientific thought (I. Woodbridge Riley, ~~erican Phi
losophy: The Early Schools, p. 195). Hornberger points out that 
as early as 1693, after the introduction of the telescope, Mather 
observed that the cosmos declared the glory of God to every 
thoughtful observer and manifested itself as a marvelously reg
ulated machine (~. cit., p. 148). He then suggests that as 
early as the 1690's Mather, like Ray before him, was captured 
by Deistic thought (ibid., p. 419). Johnson also notes this 
Deistic tendency in Mather and in certain Puritan writings. He 
states that in The Christian Philosopher Mather enunciates "the 
deistic principle that God's benevolence is manifested in the 
well-ordered beauty of Nature apparent to man through his Reason." 
(The Puritans, p. 733) 

Such a point of view, he suggests, marks the beginning 
in America of the Enlightenment which, first expounded by Frank
lin, Paine and Jefferson, later flowered in Emerson and Thoreau." 
(ibid.)Yet Johnson also goes on to point out that Mather did not 
entJ.rely abandon his orthodox Puritan view that. the creator God 
can set aside his law to intervene directly in his world. Thus 
did Mather attempt to reconcile God's sovereign freedom and the 
reign of law, which was a recognized antinomy in his thought. 
Riley co~uents that Mather's dlristian Philos~her represents 
lia rejection o.f Deism in name, • _ .an acceptance of it in prin-
ciple and still not in its fullest measure. Il (.sE- cit., p. 197.) 

~lis tension was not at aIl evinced by the followers of 
Newton. Burtt claims that because of Newton's work, post-en
lightenment thought has viewed the world of nature "as essential
ly a realm of masses, moving according to mathematical laws in 
space and time, under the influence of definite and dependable 
forces." (.sE. cit., p. 237.) Newton himself held that aIl the 
phenomena of motion in nature could be derived from mechanical 
principles and it was his hope that eventually aIl natural phe
nomena could be explained in tenus of this mathematical mecha
nies. (Frederick Copplestone, History of Philosophy, Vol. S, 
p. 148, 149.) 

From Newton onward man became an "irrelevant spectator" 
in "the vast mathematical system TNhose regular motion according 
to mechanical principles constituted the world of nature." 
(Burtt, .sE. cit., p. 236.) Such a view of the universe and man's 
place in it expresséd the prevailing Deism which "represented 
God as i.f a passive agent, governing the world by general laws 
and secondary causes, as weIl as far removed from the scene of 
human activity." (A. V. G. Allen, op. cit., p. 58.) 
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The proponents of neism, then, accepted the çommon eigh
teenth century idea that the world operated in an orderly, pur
posive and thoroughly rational manner and that it demonstrated 
the existence of an alI-wise, all-powerful, benevolent God. This 
God, the creator and governor of the -world, nevertheless acted 
at a distance from it. This inevitably gave rise to a religious 
thought that, while it began by attemptin9 a harmony between 
reason and revelation (~g. Cotten Mather), inevitably made rea
son dominant. It stressed both the transcendence and the bene
volence of God. It deemphasized human sin and the determination 
of moral action. It represented an attempt to rationally justify 
the way of God to man rather than an acceptance of the inscruta
ble nature of the divine decrees. (I. W. Riley, ~. cit., p. 
191 ff.) -

Edwards fought against this school of thought for at 
least two reasons. First, it would appear that Deism as it de
veloped in New En9land, was bound up with At'minianism and Pela
gianism, both of which were at variance with the Calvinist doc
trine of the Sovereignty of God and which substituted instead, 
a rational, natural, subject-centered religion. (Paul Ramsey, 
F.W., p. 3.) It was Edwards' intention to cOrrù)at this thought 
through a reassertion of the sovereignty of God, the irresist
ibility of divine grace, and the impossibility of contingency 
of the existence of any part of the created order without a pre
ceding cause. If contingency and the reality of self-determinat
ion were admitted, then "the supreme Lord of aIl things must be 
under great and miserable disadvantages in 90vernin9 the world 
which he has made, and has the care of, through his being utterly 
unable to find out things of chief impor.t.~nce, which hereafter 
may befall his system~ which if he did ~ know, he might make 
seasonable provision for." (F.W., p. 254.) 

This Edwards could not countenance since to him the so
vereignty of God involved his absolute rule and his perfect or
dering of aIl things according to His 0~1 will. To deny that aIl 
things were so ordet'ed was to deny the reality of this sovereign
ty. And, said Edwards, "absolute sovereiJnty is what I love to 
ascribe to God." (P.N., p. 59.) It is because of this affirm
ation tha:t Miller contends that Edwards "always was to insist, 
as the major premise of aIl his thinking, Inothing ever cornes 
to pass without a cause. l

" (Images, p. 22.) And a cause was 
not that which "has a positive efficiency to produce a thing, or 
bring it to pass." Rather, this is but a sequence, and one 
"based upon the divine establishment that it shall follow." 
(Miller, Jonatpan Edwards, p. 121-22.) For since the whole univer
se existed only in the divine consciousness, it contained no in
dependent capacity for developmenti "The atoms of creation im
pinged on and impelled each other only because God, at each mo
ment, thought it fit that they do so." (Alan Heimert, Religion 
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and the American Mind, p. 73.) Because the Deists, in effect, 
deny the reallty of God's governance of His creation, they are 
worse than the heathen. The latter at least know that God has 
spoken with man and that he is present in sorne way in his world. 
Therefore, those who hold that God is somehow present in his cre
ation or who ev en hold nature to be in sorne way sacred, are in 
Edwards' opinion cl oser to the truth than thosewho hold that God 
is sirnply transcendent. 

If we suppose that God never speaks to or con
verses at aIl with mankind, and has never, 
from the beginning of the world, said anything 
to them ~ut has perfectly let them alone .. 
such a notion, if established, would tend 
exceedingly to atheism. It would naturally 
tend to the supposition, that there is no 
Being that. . .governs the world. . .. It 
would tend to overthrow every doctrine and 
dut y of natural religion. Now, in this respect, 
deism has a tendency to a vastly greater degree 
of error and brutishness with regard to matters 
of religion and moral~ty, than the ancient 
heathenism. For the heathen in general had 
no such notion, that the Deity never at aIl 
conversed with rnankind in the ways above 
mentioned~ but received many traditions, 
rules, and laws, as supposing they came from 
God, or the gods, by revelation. (M.O., p. 225.) 

Deistic thought also brought with it a secularization 
of the natural law tradition. Calvin provided for a rational, 
natural, knowledge of God which was of God. (Institutes 1:1.) 
This meant, that the innate capacity to know God could not be 
separated from God himself. However, with the passing years 
the natural law assumed increasing independence and autonomy. 
It became, for the Deists, a means for determining the way in 
which God can be known and, hence, a substitute for God's so
vereign will. The secularization of the natural law in this way 
provided the basis for a religion "within the limits of re.ason" 
which by deifying the law relieved man of the necessity of 
"having to do" with the law giver. In Riley's words: 

Between an absolute creator and an abject 
creation there was brought in athird factor, 
the law of nature, in whose benefits man 
participated. . By the time the law was 
made universal, the deity was brought to a 
far remove, and while counted the maker, was 
no longer considered the ruler. . • . With 

---, 
1 

. i~ 



( 

-98-

this banishment of the master, the servant 
grew boldly arrogant. (American Thought from 
Puritanism to Pragmatism, p. 9, 10.) 

e To this lIemancipation ll of human reason and assertion of 
creatu~ly independence, Edwards reacted sharply. He saw in this 
development not only the establishment of reason apart from its 
source, but also an optimistic discarding of the reality of 
sin, with the implication that without revelation man could see 
and obey the natural law. The erection of the natural law into 
a self-sufficient principle signified to Edwards that man had 
lost a sense of his innate depravity and that he no longer real
ized the necessity of having this sense restored by grace. 

For this reason, says Edwards, aIl Tindal's argumentat
ions in his Christianity as old as the Creation, are absurdo 
(M.O., p.196, 197.) IITindal's main argument against the need of 
any revelation is, that the law of nature is absolutely per
fect. But how weak and impertinent is this arguing, that be
cause the law of nature (which is no other than natural recti
tude and obligation) is perfect, therefore the light of Nature 
is sufficient. 1I (ibid., p. 212) (We will consider Edwards' 
understanding of the relationship between reason and revelation 
in Chapter VIII.) 

The light of nature is not sufficient. It is not suf
ficient to enable man to obtain a true knowledge of God, viz. 
true religion or IIthe religion of a sinner, ... of depraved, 
guilty and offending creatures .... 11 (ibid., p. 214.) Similar
ly the law of nature is Îlicapable of either prescribing or es
tablishing this religion; IINot only is the light of nature in
sufficient to discover this religion, but the law of nature is 
not sufficient to establish it, or to give any room for it. 1I 

(ibid.) . 
There were rationalistic elements in Tindal's thought 

that were undoubtedly congenial to Edwards' temperament and 
outlook. Yet it also represented those tenets of neism which 
Edwards found most offensive. For Tindal held that God is the 
God of reason, that because human nature does not change, human 
reason has always been able to discern His being and attributes, 
that morality is capable of demonstration and is therefore true, 
that the Bible must be read like any other book and that the 
scriptures provide at best an uncertain guide to morality. (E. 

C. Mossner, "Matthew 'rindal ll , The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
Vol. 8: p. 140) These propositions Edwards rejected. 

20 . 22 .2.2. Clt., p. . 

2lMisc . 697. In his IIJonathan Edwards and the Theology of the 
Sixth Wayll Robert C. Whittemore denies that Edwards is a panen-
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theist (Church History,vol. 35, p. 62). He contends that Ed
wards is rather a "Christian neoplatonist" (p. 68) who sees 
the creation as a shadow or image of the Creator who is "in no 
way dependent upon and hence separated from, it." (p. 67) 

We have admitted Edwards ' emphasis on the sovereign 
independence of God. For him, "the first Being ... is self
existent, independent, of perfect and absolute simplicity and 
immutability, and the first cause of aIl things." (F.W. p. 377) 
Yet, Whittemore does not sufficiently consider that this inde
pendence was maintained according to Edwards in a relationship 
in which the Creator relates aIl things to himself by means of 
his self-communication or creative activity. This means that 
the created order is more than an image of reality although it 
is that. It is also reality itselfi it is in sorne way a "divine 
constitution." Consequently, while in one sense the Creator is 
independent of his creation and separated from it, he chose also 
to unite it to him and to infuse it with his very being. In this 
sense the Creator is in the creation and the creation is in or 
united with the Creator. 

It is true, as Whittemore points out, that there is in 
Edwards ' thought the Mediaeval affirmation of the attributes of 
the Creator ~. his immutability. (~. cit., p. 72) This in
dicates to him that Edwards was not a "modern" in the sense that 
he was a theologian "free to frame his conception of God in ac
cordance with the findings of contemporary science and psycholo
gy.11 (ibid., p. 68) Consequently, he concludes, Edwards ' view 
of creation is also Mediaeval. ~1ere is no doubt, says M1itte
more, that with respect to the origin of the created order Ed
wards "would opt for the cosmology of the Six Days." (ibid., 
p. 72) --

The reason for this is that Edwards has subjected his 
philosophy to the service of scripture, (ibid., p. 69) whose 
authority rests ultimately on revelation.~nsequently, there 
is in the final analysis no place for a continuously changing or 
deepening view of either God or creation in Edwards ' thought. 
His understanding of both ls Biblicist and static. 

There are undoubtedly passages that could be cited to 
show that Edwards had in sorne ways a M8diaeval "mind set". Yet 
from what we shall discover about his concern that reason be 
present if revelation is to be revelation, his conviction that 
many of the'mysteries of the created order. will be cleared up 
as man perfects his use of reason and learns more about the nat
ural world, his rejection of a world view that cannot be sustain
ed in the light of the latest scientific discoveries, and his 
understanding of faith, which requires continuaI growth in know
ledge of both the Creator and his creation--in view of these 
elements in Edwards ' thought, we hold that in both theory and 
practice neither Edwards ' theology as a whole nor his doctrine of 
creation in particular was either Mediaeval or Biblicist. Whitte-
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morels .assertion that Edwards did not aspire to be anything other 
than a consistent Calvinist does not stand up to Edwards'own 
denial of this assertion. (F.N., p. 131) 

Nor can this assertion be sustained from Edwards ' works. 
In his doctrine of creation, Edwards moved beyond Calvin's under
standing to hold transcendence and i~nanince in creative tension 
in a way not present in Calvin's thought. In addition, his 
attempt to synthesize these elements, which are implicitly but 
not explicitly present in the Biblical material} indicates that 
Edwards was not a Biblicist, at least as far as his doctrine of 
creation is concerned. ~1is is not to deny, of course, that Ed
wards' understanding of creation was dynamically Biblical. 

22 16. O.A. , p. 

23 , 
M1SC. 679. 

24 484. E. C., p. 

25 ' M1SC. 1518. 

26 ' 
M1SC. 92. 

27 , 
M1SC. 679. 

28 ' M1SC. 140. 

29'b'd l l • 

30 , 
M1SC. 87. 

31. b 'd l l • 

32 E.C. 468, 475. 

33 ' M1SC. F. 

34 P.N., p. 71, 72. 

35covenant of Redemption (C.R.): "Excellency of Christ." Faust 
and Johnson~. cit., p. 374. 

l 
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36 E.e., p. 458, 459. 

37'b'd 478 ~., p. . 

38 1 'Il' h 'h Pau T~ ~c, Systemat~c T eo1ogy, Vol. 3, p. 120. 

39 C.R., E.E; cit., p. 373, 374. 

40'b'd ~ ~ . 

41For Edwards, it was the creative activity of man, ref1ecting 
the divine creativity which provided the natura1 order with this 
consciousness. (Mise. 1) 

42 h ' , t' , h 4 T e Cnr~s ~an Fait, Sec. . 

43 O.S., p. 401, 402. 

44 p. 19, 20. 

45 p. 4. 

46Kar1 Barth, The Epist1e to the Romans, p. III. 

47'b'd 1 ~ • 

48 Brunner, EE. cit., p. 12. 

49'b'd ~., 

50'b'd ~., 

p. 19. 

p. 20. 

51Brunner admits that the created order is a work of the Creator 
that has a definite beginning and end and that it reaches this 
end or goal on1y by means of "the energy of the divine will." 
(ibid., p. 14) Yet he denies that the created order in any way 
mediates, or is part of the divine power. Rather, "the wor1d 
created by God, as 1imited, dependent being, is fundamenta11y 
different from the Br-ing of God." (ibid., p. 21) It is on1y 
through natura1 1aws that the created order is sustained. 



-102-

mlat we calI the Ilaws of naturel are Godls 

orders of creation. This and this only is the 

way God has ordered the world. He works 

according to law and not in an arbitrary manner. 

( ib id., p • 25) 

Yet Brunner is forced to admit that while these laws of 

nature are the means used by the Creator to preserve his creation, 

they do not exclude the possibility that "God is still actively 

and creatively at work in a world which He has already created, 

and which He preserves." (ibid., p. 34) In fact, "the more we 

take into account the fact that the various forms oflife did 

not aIl arise at the same time, •.. the more unavoidably are we 

led to this thought. God did not create everything at once; 

He is continually creating something afresh." (ibid. ) 

But the fact that God is continuously creative means 

that he is continuously interjecting a new element into the cre

ated order. Thus the divine preservation of the created order 

by means of the laws of nature, is distinct from the divine cre

ative activity. This Brunner concedes. (ibid.) ~lerefore, he 

must also concede that the Creator, in that he creates this life 

and not that, this world and not sorne other, does act arbitrari

ly. This is Edwards' position. (O.S., p. 403) Brunner, at this 

point, would seem to be inconsistent. 

52~. cit., p. 35. 

53 M.O., p. 203. 

54 . l l 109 .9E. Clt., Vo. ,p. . 

55Albrecht Ritschl, Instruction in the Christian Religion. A. 

T. Swing, Ed. The ~leology of Albrecht Ritschl, p. 182-83. 

56 . 
Edwards' understanding of the relationship between History, 

Creation and Redemption will be discussed in Chapter 8. 

57This statement will be discussed in Chapter 4. 
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CHAPTER III 

MAN AND HIS ACTIVITY IN THE NATURAL WORLD 

INTRODUCTION 

We have discussed the basis of Edwards' understanding of 

the natural world, which is his unçlerstanding of creation. We 

will now discuss the way in which he views man's relationship to 

the created order. We will first investigate where Edwards 

places man in this order and how man, in Edwards' estimation, 

relates himself to it. Secondly, we will consider the attitude 

which man, in Edwards' view, should maintain toward the natural 

order and the character of the activity in it, that should arise 

from this attitude. 

MAN AND THE NATURAL ORDER 

of God. 

Man, says Edwards, is that creature formed in the image 

As there are two kinds of attributes in God 
... his moral attributes ... and his natural 
attributes ... so there is a two-fold image 
of God in man, his moral or spiritual image 
which is his holiness, i.e. the image of 
God's moral excellency (which image was 
lost in the Fall) and God's natural image, 
consisting in man's reason and understand
ing, his natural ability and dominion over 
the creatures, Whicf is the image of God's 
natural attrib~tes. . 
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What distinguishes man from other creatures is his po-

tential for participating in the holiness of God and of manifest-

ing His excellency in his life. Man is free to do as he choos'es. 

He can yield his consent to the whole in which he is immersed. 

He can act to sustain rather than destroy life. In man "the thing 

wanting is not a being able but a being willing. There are fa-

culties of mind l and capacity of naturel and everything else 

sufficient but a disposition; nothing is wanting but a will. 11
2 

consequentlYI man has a greater capacity than any other 

element in the natural order to know the Creator and his purpose 

or creative design. He has a greater capacity to comply actively 

. h' 3 Wlt lt. Therefore he has a greater responsibility to his 

Creator than any other creature. Because men "are capable of 

knowing the end of which their author made theml it is doubtless 

their dut Y to fall in with it. 114 Man 1 s actions are l therefore l 

not necessarily destructive. 

Yet man has also a greater capacity for dissent from 

being and consequent irnrnorality than any other creature. For 

man has lost Godls moral image or holiness. He lacks an inherent 

capacity for moral excellence. This means he has no capacity to 

play his part perfectly within IIthe universal system of exist-

ence." He is always subject to the demands of inordinate self-

love which primarily seeks the good of the private system. For 

Il self-love signif ies man 1 s regard to his conf ined private self 1 

or love to himself with respect to his private interest. 11
5 And 
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"nature cannot go beyond self-love, but aIl that men do, is sorne 

way or other from this root. 1I6 Self-love is an inevitable com-

ponent of the motive for even the most disinterested of man's. 

actions. 

Because man worships what is partial he seeks to destroy 

all that is not included in this partial interest. And ultima-

tely to exalt a private system or private interest is to treat 

with great contempt and act in opposition to "the rightful supreme 

object of our respect." It is to "act the part of an enemy to it" 

and "in opposition to the true order of things.,,7 

Rence, man, the agent of greatest good as well as the 

greatest agent for good, is also the most destructive. Ris des-

tructiveness exceeds anything known in the natural world. With 

respect to their own species the creatures of the natural order 

8 
are "for the most part harmless and peaceable." With man, how-

ever, one finds both in his own communities and in his relation 

with the natural community destruction that is wanton. "No 

creature can be found anywhere so destructive of its O~1 kind, as 

mankind are.,,9 The "decency, beauty and harmony" of the natural 

world reflect "the God of order, peace and harmony" which cons

titutes it.
10 Such is not always the case in the higher part of 

the created order, which is often a realm of "deformity, discord, 

and the most hateful and dreadful confusion. ,,11 

Man has always destroyed the natural world, and rational-

ized this destruction as being in the public interest. "Many 
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kinds of brute animals are esteemed very noxious and destructive 

... and the destroying of lem has always been looked upon as a 

public benefit. ,,12 In fact, however, it is a manifestation of 

manls enmity toward the natural world and his contempt for it. 

Invariably he seeks to use it in the service of his own private 

interests (self-love) and therefore to act in opposition to "that 

which is infinitely (his) supreme interest. 1113 And when man does 

seek to protect the natural world or preserve it, he does so 

usually because he sees in it sorne value to himself. This means 

that for the most part his love for or interest in the natural 

world is not disinterested. "If we love not God because he is 

what he is but only because he is profitable to us, in truth 

we love him not at all.,,14 

Man acts the enemy to the natural order because of his 

hostility to the One who has created it and the One to whom it 

is ultimately subject. "Frivate affection, if not subordinate 

to general affection, is not only liable. ' .. to issue in enmity 

to being in general but has a tendency to it. .and must neces-

sarily be."lS Man seeks not to play his part in the general 

scheme of things but to domina te ,it by seeking his private in-

terest at the expense of the whole of existence with which he 

stands related. For "when a man is governed by a regard to his 

own private interest" he is constrained "to pursue the interest 

f . t t . lb' t' . t . t l' t 16 OlS par lCU ar 0 Jec ln OppOSl lon 0 genera eXls ence. 1I 

With respect to both the good of his own community, ("the 
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good of the public") and the good of the natural cornmunity, man 

generally fails to do his duty. His self-will or pride prevents 

, 'h " ,17 
hlm from consentlng to te dlVlne soverelgnty. 

Men everywhere and at aIl times choose 
thus to determine their own wills ... 
and to sin constantly as long as they 
live and universally ... choose never to 
COffit3 up half way to their duty.18 

The Creator has given the natural community an awareness 

of its life by means of man. Man has been given the task and 

capacity to be the consciousness of the creationllwhereby the 

universe is conscious of its own being, and of what is done in 

it, of the actions of the creator and governor with respect to 

't ,,19 
l • Because the will, decision and action of man affects the 

natural wor1d to the extent it does, God has subjected man to 

20 
"a good moral government" and his "voluntary acts" to rules. 

The relationship between man's innate depravity and the destruct-

ion of the created order is necessary. The destructive element 

in man cannot be se1f-containedi it affects the who1e of which 

he is a part. There is no effect (destruction) without a cause 

(depravity). Consequently, if man's authority over the natural 

world were unconditional both would be subject to a "reign of 

l 'd' d f' d' 21 
ever astlng lscor, con USlon an rUln. " 

Because the fate of the natura1 order is bound up with 

man it can fu1fill its purpose only as man wills to play his part 

in the universal design. Ta the extent that he refuses this con-

l 
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sent, the natural world continues in bondage and in subjection 

f 'l' 22 to utl lty. Conversely, when man does play his part in this 

design, he strengthens that uni 1 which constitutes the fabric 

of life. For consent to the Creatorls design or will is Excel

lency23 and "Excellency is Harmony, Symmetry and proportion. ,,24 

And the more he does maintain his proper role in the "universal 

system" the more he is aware of this unit y both within and with-

out himself and the more does he find joy in its maintenance. 

If he has a sense not only of his not dis
senting, but of his consenting to Being 
in general or Nature, and acting accord
ingly; he has a sense that Nature, in 
general, consents to him; he has not only 
Peace but Joy of mind, wherever he is. 2S 

Man and the natural community are made aware of each 

other through manls response to it. This response determines 

whether they know each other in enmity or in peace. Consequently, 

since the Creator inheres in that which he has created or is in 

continuity with it, man1s response to the created order determines 

whether he knows the Creator in enmity or in peace. Consent to 

26 nature is consent to Being in general. Dissent from the created 

or der is therefore dissent from Being in general. The "act of 

dissent to Being in general" produces in man the realization 

h ,\, f h' 27 h' l' t" t "of t at Belngs dlssent rom lm." T lS rea lza lon lS "mos 

disagreeable to (him) ... 28 As a consequence, "wherever he is 

'h 29 he sees what excltes orror." Man perce ives the created order 

either in terms of beauty and joy or in terms of horror and fear, 
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depending upon his willingness to relate to it, as he is required 
to do, by the Creator. 

In activity which supports the created order in the per-
formance of its dut y man not only unites himself with it, but 
also participates in its progress toward the full realization of 

that unit y and harmony which is its goal and which is now imper-
30 fectly expressed. And in this union with the created order 

man unites himself with the being and purpose of its Creator. He 
31 makes the Creator's purposes his own. He participates in that 

ongoing creation which manifests the Creator' s activity. 32 

This means that he constructively avails himself of and 
participa tes in the divine power which infuses the whole created 

33 order. Human and divine action are inseparable. The link bet-
ween the two is the natural community in that it is the means 

be. whereby the divine power and activity ±& made available to man. 
Man is surrounded by the divine presence; he cannot escape this 
universal energy which influences his every faculty at every 

moment. 

By reason of our so great dependence on 
God, and his perfections, and in so many 
respects, he and his glory are the more 
directly set in our view, which way soever 
we turn our eyes. 34 

The implication of Edwards' understanding of man's acti-
vit y in the natural order is twofold. First, it requires that 

his activity be secular activity. Secondly, it requires that it 
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be with reference to the Creator; that it be faithful activity. 

FAITH AND MAN'S AC'rIVITY IN THE NATURAL WORLD 

Faith for Edwards is a rational understanding of35 and 

an emotional consent to36 what is real in this world. What is 

real is the dependence of the whole created order on its Creator. 
"AIl things ... are upheld in being by him and would sink into 

37 nothing in a moment, if he did not uphold them." This real-
ization yields humility. "Faith abases men and exalts God. ,,38 

Humility increases in the act of obedience. "Humility is that 
wherein a spirit of obedience does much consist. ,,39 Obedience 

't ' b h h ' d " f l" 40 conSlS s ln ot t e "negatlves an posltlves 0 re 19lon." 

It consists in that practice which is the result of a confidence 
in "Christ's sufficiency and faithfulness to bestow eternal life 

, h' , ,41 . . . and trust ln lm for happlness and Ilfe." Only when there 
is confident obedience is faith possible. And only where there 
is faith is obedience a possibility. The source of the power to 

- both trust and obey is the Creator of whom, through whom and in 
42 

whom are all things. 

Faith is an integral element in all progress and under-

standing. It carries with it participation in aIl endeavour 

which has as its goal the building up of all things or the strength-
ening of all things in their essential unit y in and in dependence 

43 on the Creator in whom "aIl unites as the center." Faith is 

active and he who remains "an indifferent unaffected spectator" 
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has little or no faith for he lacks the will to faith.
44 

Where 

there is this will, however, there is also understanding. Where 

this occurs, the integrity of self is restored. For the two 

faculties which constitute the soul are then present. 45 And when 

they are present in this manner "the soul cornes to act (so) 

vigorously and sensibly, and ... with (such) strength that, through 

the laws of the union which the creator has fixed between soul 

and body" faithful activity results. 46 Such activity flows from 

this union of soul and body and is impossible apart from it. 47 

Faithful activity which seeks the union of aIl things in 

the Creator is a response to a discerning of the divine presence 

in the created order. Faithful activity is the result of a 

"spiritual understanding" of the natural order which sees the 

Creator's "holiness, righteousness, faithfulness and goodness" 

'f ,,48 manl est ln lt. 

The natural world exists to manifest these divine moral 

perfections. "The glorifying of God's moral perfections is the 

, k 49, speclal end of aIl the wor s of God's hands." In so dOlng, the 

natural world participates in and takes as its own these perfect-

ions. ~1e natural world shows forth these perfections to the 

extent that it reacts to the will of its Creator as it was de-

signed to do, to the extent that it does not commit "that evil 

which is against dut Y and contrary to what is right and ought 

t b 1150 o e. 
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It is mutual faithful activity or conformity to the will 

of the Creator that unites man and the natural world. In this 

activity the natural community becomes manls partneri each pro-

vides the completion of the other. For in this mutual relation-

ship each is nourished, sustained and provided with the opportu-

nit y and means of growth and therefore of faithful activity. The 

l d · 51 natura worl lS meant to serve man. Man, in turn, is to con-

sent to the activity of the natural world. 

For what disagrees with or is contrary to Being is defor

mity.52 And the greatest or most lIodious ll deformity is IIdissent 

from consenting Being. 11
53 The natural community consents to the 

design of its Creator since he inheres in that which he creates 

and consents to or glorifies himself. 54 The Creator has given 

man the capacity to recognize this design and to assist the 

natural world to conform to it. 55 That is, man has been given 

the capacity to consent consciously to consenting being. In this 

. .. h t .. 56 consentlng actlvlty t e Crea or re]Olces. He rejoices when man 

consents to the being (the natural order) which He has given him. 

It is the tendency toward such a faithful union that cons-

titutes the basic thrust of both the natural and human communi-

ties. For such a relationship is the relationship of harmonious 

consent in which the Creator is glorified. This relationship 

is willed by him. And this will cannot fail. 57 It is impossible 

that there should be a IIfailing of his end in anything that he 

has undertaken or done. 1I58 And what he has undertaken is to 
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d ' 1" h ' 1 ' f' d 59 , 
crea te an or e r ln w.llcn e lS 9 or l le by means of the ac t 1-

vit y of the elements which constitute it. 60 Faithful activity, 

again, is obedient activity. 

If ye give consenti there is the first thing: 

but that is not enough, but if ye also obey: the 

consent that standeth in the inward act of the 

mind, the truth of it will be seen in your obedience, 

in the acts of your lives. 6l 

THE NATURE OF SECULAR AC'rIVITY 

Man's activity in the natural world is to be faithful 

activity. Faithful activity is obedient activity. O~edient 

activity requires an attitude of detachment. TJ.îis attitude con-

sists in a willin<jness to relinquish aIl understanding perspec-

tives and knowledge which are superseded by new knowledge and 

d ' 62 
understan Ing. 

Activity that is the product of faith, obedience and de

tachm'3nt is secular activity. 63 It is motivated by a perception 

" "1' 64 
in each reality of tha t wlllch pOlnts to a more lncluslve rea Ity. 

It is also motivated by a d'2sire for a more complete understand-

ing of the more inclusive reality. This reality manifests the 

presence of the creator65 of whom,' throu'j"h whom and in whom all 

things are. 66 Secular activity, then, is activity which has 

67 
primary reference ta the fact of this presence. 

68 
The created order is good. The good of the created 

order consists in its fitness to fulfill the purpose for which 
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69 it was created. But it cannot be the origin of this good be-

cause it cannot establish itself as good. Its goodness is a de-

pendent or derived goodness because its existence is a dependent 

existence. It is dependent on the Creator first for its creation, 

secondly for its sustenance or continuation in being and thirdly, 

for its order. 70 Therefore it is imperfect since aIl dependent 

existence is imperfect. 7l Consequently it lacks unit y or who1e-

1 f ' , b 1 ,72 h f ness. On y per ect1.on 1.S a so ute un1.ty. T ere ore "we can 

, f' b' f d" , 73 conce1.ve 0 1.ts elng a part 0 a 1.s)unct1.on." The created 

order reflects or manifests the goodness that issues from "abso-

lute perfection." However, to accept the natural order as the 

origin of goodness and therefore the only or ultimate reality is 

to give to the creature "or (a) system of created beings" an af-

fection "which is not dependent on, nor subordinate to a propen-

sity or union of the heart to God, the supreme and infinite 

Being.,,74 That is, this acceptance represents ido1atry, the 

worship of a partial reality. And idolatry issues in a false 

secu1arity. 

For "the life, essence and sum of aIl true religion" 

75 consists in the inclination to love God supremely. And this 

inclination involves both the understanding that perce ives pri-

l , 'd" 1 ' 76 d h 'Il d mary rea 1.ty 1.n er1.vat1.ve rea 1.ty an t e W1. to respon to 

primary rea1ity with appropriate action through the medium of 

d 'd l' d ,77 er1.ve rea 1.ty, as ut Y requ1.res., "Practice is the proper 

'd f '1 d 78 ev1. ence 0 a grac1.ous ove ... to Go ." "Our real taking of 
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h . . . d k 79 . C rlst, appears ln our actlons an wor s." ActiVlty that is 

directed primarily to derived reality is unfaithful and disobe

dient activity. It is the activity of the person who is falsely 
secular. 

SUMMARY 

Man is that creature created in the image of God ~ who 

therefore has dominion over the "lower world." Man therefore has 
the responsibility and capacity for determining how he will 

exercise this responsibility. His decision will result in either 
chaos or harmony throughout the created order. Harrnony is the 
yield of activity which is characterized by faith, obedience 

and detachment. Disunity or chaos is the product of activity 
rnotivated by a false or partial perception of reality and there-
fore not in conformity with the "universal system o.f existence." 
Man chooses that reality to which his existence and actions will 

conform. As the head of the natural order he inhabits he there-

fore determines its character and the extent to which this order 
manifests the perfection of the design of its Creator. 
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61John Preston, The Church's Carriage, p. 99-100, quoted hy 
Edwards in R.A., p. 445. 

6? 
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Tb our knowled:;re, Ed'Ilards does not employ the term secular or 

secularization in setting forth his view of man's activity in 
the natural world. We employ the term to indicate our under
standin:;r of Edwards' conception of this activity. Hence, we 
use it as do contemporary theologians: to signify the release 
of man from subjection or bondage to and worship of the created 
order and acceptance of responsibility for an,d active domination 
of it. Such is the way, for example, that Fr~edrich Gogarten 
employs the terme (cf Larry Shiner, The Secularization of His
torz, Chapter 1) 

64 Images 59. 

65Mise . 362. 

66 G.G., p. 437. 

67 Edwards' understanding of man's activity in the natural order 
arises out of his understanding of creation in which he views 
the Creator and his creation in a continuity. The point at which 
the creation and the Creator are seen as one is in the person 
of Christ, whose beauty the whole created order embodies, both 
spiritually and materially. 

"The Son of God created the world for this very end to 
conununicate himself in an image of his O'.V'n exeellency." (Mise. 
103) He conununicates himself primarily to spirits, for "they 
only are capable of bein:;r proper images of his excellency." 
(ibid.) 'rherefore "we see far the most proper image of the 
beauty of Christ when we see beauty in the human soul." (ibid.) 
Yet the natural world is not excluded, for Christ eommunicates 
himself to it. Consequently "the beauties of nature are really 
emanations ... or the excellencies of the Son of God." (ibid.) 
"For aU the beauties of the universe ... immediately result 
from the efficiency of Christ." (Mise. 185) 

Therefore creation has reality on1y insofar as it 
ipates in the reality of God in Christ who inheres in aU 
rivative reality and who is encountered in this reality. 

partic
de-
It is 
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through involvement with derived reality (creation) that primary 
real ity (God in Chr ist) is reco1j'nized. Only then is it possible 
to receive and participate in that good which is there communic
ated. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer a1so expounds this theme in his 
Ethics. "Whoever sees Jesus Christ does indeed see God and the 
wor1d in one. He can henceforward no longer see God without the 
wor1d or the wor1d without God." (p. 70) For Edwards and Bon
hoeffer both, it was impossible to experience the rea1ity of the 
world apart from the reality of God in Christ. 

68 S.H., p. 455. 

69 E.C., p. 484, T.V., p. 24. 

70Misc . 650. 

71'b'd l l • 

72'b'd l. l • 
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p. 445. 
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CHAPTER IV 

KNOWLEDGE AND THE NATURAL WORLD IN 

EDWARDS· THOUGHT 

INTRODUCTION 

Man·s activity in the natural order is to be secular 

activity. However, su ch activity is impossible apart from a 

knowledge of this order. The basis of man·s activity in the 

created order then is his knowledge and understanding of it and 

of its significance. We will now investigate the place Edwards 

assigns knowledge in his understanding of the natural world 

and what he considers knowledge, in itself, to be. 

THE PLACE OF KNOWLEDGE IN EDWARDS·UNDERSTANDING OF THE 

NATURAL WORLD 

If we define grace as IIthe goodness of God and the acti

vit y of this goodness in and toward his creationl,l we can say 

that the created order for Edwards was a theatre or realm of 

grace. For the goodness of the Creator is a communicated good

ness. 2 And the created order is the realm of his self-communi

cation. 3 This self-communication is the divine power which gives 

life to aIl existence. 4 Hence IIthe power of a being, even in 

creatures, is nothing distinct from the being itself. 1I5 And 

power is "nothing but the essence of God. 1I6 The power of energy 
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inherent in the natural world, then, represents the activity of 

7 
its Creator, since "God is pure act." 

It is the self-giving of the Creator that makes the cr€at-

ed order a reaJ.m of grace. This means the natural world is in-

vested with both ultimate significance and continuing demand. 

Its significance is that it represents the gift of life. That 

is, it represents the willingness of the Creator to unite aIl 

things with himself who is the source of life. 8 The demand is 

that the creature make the appropriate i.e. obedient response 

to the divine initiative. 

The obedient response involves a knowledge both of the 

will and nature of the Creator, and of the nature and design of 

his creation. 9 The former is necessary in order that the purpose 

and goodness of the Creator might be known and appropriated. The 

latter is necessary in order that the Creator's will be cornrnuni

cated to the natural order which communication is man's function.
lO 

In the act of this communication he exercises his legitimate do-

minion over the natural world. It was to exercise this dominion 

Il 
that he was created with unique powers. 

Obedience or consent to the will of the Creator should 

therefore be man's primary concern. And since obedience or con-

sent is impossible without an understanding of both the Creator 

and his creation, "the main business of ma.n (becomes) the impro-

d ' f h' d d' 12 
vement an exerC1se 0 lS un erstan 1ng." And "we cannot make 
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a business of the improvement of our intellectua1 faculty, (the 

understanding) any otherwise than by making a business of im-

13 proving ourselves in actual knowledge." Consequently, man ïs 

to employ those faculties that he has in common with the rest of 
e. 

the created arder "in subservi~ncy to (his) understandingi and 

therefore it must be a great part of manls principal business ta 

14 improve his understanding by acquiring knowledge." Everyele-

ment in the natural order is unique; each is fitted for a parti-

cular task. The uniqueness of man, however, is of a different 

arder than other elements because he alone retains the image of 

God. He alone exercises dominion over the rest of the created 

15 arder. The uniqueness of man which is his identity as man is 

therefore also expressed in a way that is qualitatively different 

from the self-expression of other created elements. For he ex-

h ' If 'd ' h h h' 'd d d' 16 presses lS se -1 ent1ty t roug lS reason1ng an un erstan 1ng. 

It is these faculties which make man superior ta the rest of the 

created order. 17 

God hath given ta man sorne things in common 
with the brutes, as his outward senses, his 
bodily appetites, a capacity of bodily 
pleasure and pain and other animal facul
ties: And sorne things he has given him 
superior to the brutes, the chief of which 
is a faculty of understanding and reason. 18 

What man reasons about and seeks ta understand is the 

creation and its Creator. For "Gad gave man the faculty of under-

standing, chiefly, that he might understand divine things. For 

l 
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the knowledge of these things is the principal end of this 

19 faculty." The natural world does not have the capacity for 

this knowledge to the extent that man does. 20 

The reason why we have faculties superior 
to those of the brutes given us, is that we 
are indeed designed for a superior employ
ment. That which the Creator intended 
should be our main employment, is some
thing above what he intended the beast 
for, and therefore hath given us superior 
powers. 2l 

It is the Creator's intent that his glory be shown forth 

22 in his created order. In his perception of and consent to the 

manner in which this glory is manifest, that is, the Creator's 

d ' h f' d h' h' 23 eSlgn, t e creature ln s lS applness. Consequently, the 

context in which this design is operative,. the natural world, 

is to be investigated in order to determine how the design may 

best be supported and complied with. The created order, in that 

it is the medium of divine self-communication, is a realm in 

which "divine things" are to be understood. The empirical inves-

tigation of this order is part of man's dut Y to God and of his 

responsibility t0 the natural order. 

Reason shows that it is fit and requisite, 
that the intelligent and rational beings 
of the world should know something of 
God's scheme and design in his works ... 
And therefore surely it is requisite, that 
they should know something of iti espe
cially since reason teaches that God has 
given his rational creatures a capacity of 
seeing him in his worksi for this end, that 
they may see God's glory in them, and give 
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him that glory. But how can they see 
God's glory in his works, if they do not 
know what his design in them is, and 
what he aims at by what he is doing in 
the world?24 

The acquisition of knowledge is therefore necessary in 

order for man to exercise his dominion over the natural world. 

A question that follows is, how does man acquire this knowledge 

and consequently exercise his proper dominion? How does he ac-

quire knowledge of the truth of things (reality) and avoid con-

fusing this truth with a falsity? Unless this question is an-

swered, it is not possible for man to know how to maintain a pro-

per relationship with the natural world. For since the natural 

world represents the gift of the Creator's power to man, who has 

25 the possibility of using this power as he wills, the relation-

ship be·tween man and the created order will be determined by his 

use of this power. And this in turn will depend on his percep-

tion of reality. The requirement of man to make the appropriate 

response to the natural world as an order of grace requires that 

he ask what he can know. This is required in order that he may 

involve himself in the chief business of life which is the impro-

vement of the faculty of his understanding through the acquisit-

26 
ion of and growth in "actual knowledge." What then did Edwards 

mean by "actual knowledge"? 
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THE NATURE OF KNOWLEDGE IN EDWARDS' UNDERSTANDING OF THE 

NATURAL WORLD 

Edwards views knowledge as that which con tains both sub-

jective and objective elements. Knowledge is objective in that 
it represents a mastery of empirical reality.27 Objective know-

ledge is therefore a necessary prerequisite for full knowledge, 

for it is a knowledge of the way in which the Creator has estab-

lished his creation and thereby communicates himself to his creat-
ure. It is mandatory, for Edwards, to accept the results of 

scientific enquiry28 as integral to the religious enterprise. 

Sinee God alone is, all objective knowledge of the natural world 

is in a sense knowledge of God and therefore a religious pursuit. 

It is a presupposition of Edwards' thought that aIl ele-
ments of the created order so work together or interact that none 

"disturb the harmony and subserviency or obscure the beauty" of 

the natural world. 29 Y t dt' th l't f e man oes no percelve - e rea l y 0 

this beauty without understanding it. The natural world must be 

studied in order to be understood. It is only when one determines 
the systems of the natural world and their "proper relationship> 

t 't t' d ' 30 h b' d exac Sl ua lon an commensuratlon" t at one eglns to un er-

stand the reason for its ordéring and the purposes for which it 
was created. It is only then that these purposes can be promoted 

and supported. This means that knowledge and understanding of 

the workings of these systems is imperative. 
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Knowledge also has an existential or subjective aspect 

in that it is acquired through personal involvement or experience. 

Wh . k ',' . d 31. . at lS nown lS wnat lS experlence. What lS not experlenc~d 

cannot be known, nor can its significance be determined. 32 It 

33 can only be reasoned about. 

Experience is thereforenecessary if reason is to know 

that about which it reasons. And it can only have this experience 

when there exists the will to do so. Lack of will is that which 

prevents the appropriation of truth. "Men will readily see where 

they are willing to see but where they hate to see they will hide 
34 

their eyes." Truth is a product of the will to know. 

Consequently, knowledge involves both that which is known 

and the one who knows. It is therefore a relational concept. 

The object of knowledge acts upon the subject via the senses and 

the subject in turn reacts toward the object. Knowledge is not 

gathered information. It is an appropriation of experience in 

action. That action which yields knowledge of reality is acti-
-

vit y which has as its purpose consent to reality. That is, it 

is obedient activity. For obedience·is a "consenting" and a 

"submitting and yielding of the will. .. to the manifested will 

of the commander.,,35 When this occurs, the knower has "the weight 

36 and power of real things (reality) in (his) heart." No longer 

does he simply have an opinion about reality, he now knows it 

because he has "seen the truth of it.,,37 He now has a "certainty 

of knowledge", a "sensible knowledge" which is distinct from a 
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38 speculative and objective knowledge. 

For certainty of knowledge is nothing else 
but knowing or discerning the certainty 
there is in the things themselves that 
are known. Therefore there must be a 
certainty in things to be a ground of 
certainty of knowledge, and to render 
things capable of being known to be cer
tain. And this is nothing but the neces
sity of the truth known or its being 39 
impossible but that it should be true. 

~1at is, certainty of knowledge is the certainty of the truth of 

things or of the created order. And the truth of the created 

order is the divine constitution which makes truth. 40 

The activity of obedience, therefore, is the activity of 

love. For to consent to being in general is virtue. "virtue 

... consists in the cordial consent or union of being to being 

41 in general." That which constitutes v irtue is love. "The 

l f " l 42 genera nature 0 v1rtue lS ove." virtuous activity there-

fore "is an exercise or fruit or manifestation of this love. 11
43 

Apart from this activity knowledge of reality is impossible. 

For activity which does not issue from such consent results in 

"the greatest possible discord,,44 because it contradicts "the true 

order of things. ,,45 This discord yields a false reality in that 

it does not reflect the divine nature or "the moral perfection 

and excellency of the divine being l, which constitutes "the neces-

f h ' 46 sary nature 0 t 1ngs." When this occurs, there is a "prevalen-

ce of those dispositions which are.contrary to it, (which) tends 

to darken and distract the mind, and dreadfully to delude and 
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confound man's understandings.,,47 In the third place, then, it is 

in the activity of consent (love) that progress or growth in the 

knowled'je of reality (love) is acquired. 

Love is that which constitutes the essence of the created 

48 order. For this is the essence of "the eternal and inf inite 

Being ll
, who "comprehends all entity, and all excellence, in his 

49 own essence. Il The crea ted order, then, is an eIœ'ft8.nat ion of 

h d ·· f 1 50 d" 51 t e lVlne u ness or lVlne nature. The divine nature is 

divine perfection. It is "the Pattern of all, and has the sum 

f Il f 
. 52 o a per ectlon." d d f · . 1 . 53 An "Go 's per ectlon ... 1S ove." 

Fourth, man wills to know that about which he is concern-

ed, that to which he gives a particular valuation, significance 

or mI3anin::r. This was one motivation for Edwards 1 interest in 

knowing and studying the natural worldi i.e. because of his de

light in it. 54 And delight is "an infinitely sweet energy.,,55 

It was Edwards ' sense of participation in the divine Being which 

filled him with this "swraet energy, " that prompted him to highly 

value aIl else that participates in this same Being,56 to seek 

to know it, and to support its existence. 

It is by God's providential activity that he maintains 

the world in existence for his own purpose. "God's active and 

positive interpositions, after the world was created, and the 

consequences of these interpositions ... must aIl be determined 

57 according to his pleasure." And this purpose is the creation's 

happiness. Happiness is the "end" of the creation. 58 God lIexerts 

himself" to so order thin::rs that this happiness is achieved. God, 
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in offering the natural world to man and maintaining it in exist

ence for his use,cornmunicates his own happiness to the creature. 59 

Man appropriates this happiness for himself when he acquires a' 

knowledge of this gift. "Knowledge is pleasant and delightful 

to intelligent creatures. ,,60 Knowledge carries with it an element 

of joy. 

Finally, Edwards acknowledges that creaturely knowledge 

is both limitless and limited. The more passionately knowledge 

of the created order is sought, the more awareness there is of 

that which cannot be grasped. "Nothing is more certain than that 

there must be an unmade and unlimited Beingi and yet, the very 

notion of such a Being is aIl mystery, involving nothing but in-

h 'bl d d ' , , 61 h' , h cornpre enSl e para oxes an lnconslstencles." T lS Belng as 

l If ff " 'd d d' t b 'l' 62 "abso ute ,se -su lClence, ln epen ence an lmmu a l lty. Il 

For the natural order "this implies the most perfect, absolute 

63 and universal derivation and dependence." Since the create d 

order is fully derived from and dependent on the One who is 

"wholly a mystery and seeming inconsistence J., 64 i t can be assumed 

that"such a mysteriousness is no other than is to be expected in 

a particular exact observation of nature, and a critical tracing 

of its operations. It is to be expected, that the farther it is 

65 traced, the more mysteries will appear." The discovery of truth 

or the acquisiti.on of knowledge at aIl levels of existence is at-

tended with an impenetrable mystery "quite beyond our comprehen-

sion, and attended with difficulties which it is impossible for 
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Il 1 d 1 · 66 us fu y to so ve an exp aln. 1I Yet knowledge of the works of 

nature can always increase for there will always be IIroom. 

left for vast improvement in the knowledge of them, to the end of 

67 the world." The work of scientific inquiry is never ending 

since such inquiry can never be ccmplete. For inquiry into the 

nature of physical reality is inquiry into the nature of that 

which constitutes physical reality, which is the divine reality.68 

To this enquiry and the knowledge acquired from it, there can be 

no end. 

Those who have applied themselves most close
ly, have studied the longest, and have made 
the greatest attainments in this knowledge, 
know but little of what is to be known. 
The subject is ine~ustible. That Divine 
Being, who is the main subject of this 
science, is infinite, and there is no end 
to the glory of his perfections. His 
works at the same time are wonderful, and 
cannot be found out to perfection. 69 

SUMMARY 

Edwards regarded the natural order as the realm of the 

communicated goodness of the creator70 and so as a realm of grace. 

He was therefore concerned to learn what it revealed of the Creat-

orIs nature and will. It was his conviction, that to learn this, 

the physical reality of the created order had to be understood. 

To grasp the significance of what physical reality reveals, there 

must be consent to the will of the Creator and appropriate action 
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issuing from this consent. Such action in turn yields a know-

ledge that the primary reality of existence is love. Knowledge 

of love yields a concern for the object of love. Such knowledge 

is also a source of joy to the knower. Knowledge of the created 

order is limited by one's capacity to penetrate the divine mys-

tery which constitutes it. Yet even though the natural order 

cannot be found out "to perfection ", there is no limit to what 

may be discovered about it. 

Sittler states that flthe incessant pressure of the quest-

ion what ought l to do modifies decisively the question what can 

71 
l know." Having given an answer to the first question, viz. 

what must l do in order to know the Creator who communicates his 

fulness in the created order, Edwards was content with the answer 

it gave to the second. First, what one can know of "divine things" 

is sufficient to make a search for this knowledge 'the chief em-

ployment and contemplation of life. Second, one can know that 

one can never know aIl there is to know of the nature of the di-

vine constitution. "When one of an inferior nature considers what 

concerns beings of a nature entirely above his own, there is some-

thing belonging to it that is over and above aIl that the inferior 

nature l, s consc1' ous of. 11
72 0 1 k h t . 73 ne can on y now w a one perce1ves. 

And to perce ive the essence of the divine constitution is beyond 

human capacity. 

It would be unreasonable to suppose any other, 

than that there should be many things in the 
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nature of GOd, and in his works and 
government, to us mysterious, and which 
we never can fu11yfind out .... We 
are infinite1y unequa1 to any such thing 
as comprehending God. 74 
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the whole of the created order. 
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of response to the world around them. (In 
Edwards' words they are united in a cornrnon pur-
pose and a common consent.) ~1ey have their integrity, 
(individuality). But their own species is practic
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scious unitary response to the universe around him. 
(Charles Birch, "Purpose in the Universe: A Search 
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27 T'his was the premise of the "Notes on Natural Science Il • With
out the acquisition of factual knowledge man is subject to ig
norance, opinions and prejudices which are "powerful against 
truth" and which cause him "either to reject things really true, 
as erroneous, or to embrace those that are truly SOli. ("Qf the 
Prejudices of the Imagination", Works, vol. l, p. 703-04) 

28 C.K., p. 381. 

.1 



; 

\ -

, 
\. 

29Misc . 880. 

30'b'd 1 1 • 

-136-

31Edwards was indebted to Locke for this insight( \, ,!lis appro

priation of it and his use of it in his first ~~~Yie address 

has been demonstrated by Perry Miller. cf. Jonathan Edwards, 

p. 44 ff. 
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33 18. D.L. , p. 
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400 . 8 ., p. 404. This points to a consistent theme in Edwards' 

thought, viz. that truth is a hidden reality which only the en

lightened understanding can perceive. Contemporary commentators 

are making the same point. Thus Bernard Meland states that to

day there is "a wholly new estimate of our human powers and fac

ilities and of the results we are able to achieve. . .. The 

modern physicist points up a radical discrepancy between what 

this world of sense can report orthat human reason can describe, 

and the reality which underlies yet persistently evades obser

vation." (The Realities of Faith, pp. 155-56) 

41 
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48 ibid ., p. 74. Chardin takes the same position. "Love - that 

is to say the affinity of being with bein~ - is not peculiar to 

man. It is a general property of aIl life and as such it em

braces, in its var~~ies and degrees, aIl the forms successively 

adopted by organized matter. . .. If there was no real inter

naI propensity to unite, even at a prodigiously rudimentary 

level - indeed in the molecule itself - it would be physically 

impossible for love to appear higher up, with us, in 'hominised' 

form. By rights, to be certain of its presence in ourselves, 

we should assume its presence, at least in an incohate form, in 

everything that is." (The phenomenon of Man, p. 290) 

49 E.C., p. 479. 

50'b'd 
~., 

51. b 'd 
~., 

p. 464. 

p. 463. 

52Mind 45. 

53Mind 45. This implies that the inevitably conflicting value 

judgments which accompany different experiences of reality can 

never be reconciled. In aIl views of reality the natural fac

ulties are actively employed. God makes use of rational facul

ties. (D.L., p. Il) Consequently the objective basis of view

ing is similar in aIl cases. Yet the understandin~ implied in 

differing judgments is qualitatively different. Ti1e "light" in 

the one case is natural, the other supernatural, even though 

the natural faculties are involved. T~e spiritual understanding 

cannot be obtained by natural means. (ibid., p. 17) It is rather 

a gift, "the highest and most excellent gift that ever God bes

tow~ on any creature." (ibid.) It is also the most important 

because "it is that wherein man's happiness consists." (ibid.) 

Man cannot view his relationship with the natural world aright 

without this spiritual understanding which he cannot cOinmand but 
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only receive. Without this spiritual understanding he is doomed to unhappiness and a conflict within himself, with others and between himself and the world he inhabits. 
Opposin'3" world views can never be reconciled. The significance attached to what is se en in the natural world by one· is denied by another who views the same objective phenomena. Opposing conceptions of reality spring from a different "sense of the heart" and are supported by strongly held emotions. And reason is defenseless against emotion. For emotion is the product of will and the will is always controlled by the greatest apparent good. And what is the greatest apparent good or that which has the greatest beauty (the attractive power of good) is that which the will affirms. (F.W., p. 144) Consequently different realities are affirmed equally plausibly. Reason cannot deny this affirmation. Only a stronger emotion or only that which has a greater attractiveness for the will can dispel another emotion or understanding. Edwards recognized that the natural beauty of the natural world alone will not prevent its destruction. As he saw it, only the love of God and the attraction of his beauty (holiness) could overcome the will to dissent that has its issue in the destruction of the whole created order. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE CHARAC'rER1ST1CS OF THE NATURAL COMMUNITY 

1NTRODUCT10~ 

We have referred to the natural world as the natural com-
munity. We have also stated that Edwards sees this community as 
being subject to the will of the Creator who is both its physical 
and moral l "governor Il • This implies the created order has both 
physical and moral dimensions. 

We now ask: 

Mlat are the characteristics of this natural com-

munit y which Edwards sees as constituting the 

created order? (Chapter 5) 

To what extent did he conceive this community to 

be a moral community? (Chapter 6) 

What then is the natural world for Edwards? (Cl1apter 7) 

THE NATURAJ-I COMMUN1TY 1S CHARAC'rE!.UZ~D BY PURPOS1VENESS 

The meml)ers of this community are united in a common pur-
pose. Edwards specifically denies a conscious purpose in the lower 
evolutionary species. Following Cudworth, he holds that the "in-
ferior creation ll can act only accordin,3' to its nature, i.e., pas-

, l 2 Slve y. Man alone can actively pursue a goal. He alone is cap-
. 3 able of "intelligent voluntary acts." Yet, in maintaining that 
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the whole created order is "of God and in God and to God" 4 he is 

forced to admit that God, in seeking to unite aIl things in himself, 

inheres in the natural cornrnunity and is proceeding to that goal 

which he has established. 

God aims at that which the motion or progression 
which he causes, aims at, or tends to. If there 
be man y things supposed to be so made and appoint
ed, that by a constant and eternal motion, they aIl 
tend to a certain centre; then it appears that 
he who made them, and is the cause of their mot
ion, aimed at that centre ... to which they 
eternally tend and are eternally, as it were, 
striving after. And ifGod be this centre, then 
God aimed at himself. 5 

The Creator, by inhering in the natural world, infuses it 

6 with a consciousness of purpose. purposiveness is a necessary 

quality of life. Whether it be mental or physical, purposeful 

activity remains integral to aIl life. 7 

The cornrnon purpose of the natural cornrnunity is the glori

fication of its creator. 8 The whole of the natural world particip

ates in this glorifying activity.9 In this activity the natural 

order conforms to the spiritual world. lO Indeed, as the Creator 

inheres in his creation, he glorifies himself. 

This is God's manner, to make inferior things 
shadows of the superior and most excellent; 
outward things shadows of spiritual and aIl 
other things shadows of those things that 
are the end of aIl things and the crown of 
aIl things. Thus God glorifies himself. ll 

The purpose of the creation and that of the Creator is one. 

The natural cornrnunity participates in the purpose of the one who 
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establishes it. It has made his purposes its own. In this way 

it is united with its Creator. For the created order is to be 

"regarded as nearly, and closely united to God, Il when "its int~rest 

(is) viewed as one with God's interest. 1I12 

THE NATURAL COMl~NITY 18 CHARACTERIZED BY UNITY. 

A second feature of the natural community, consequently, 

is that it is a united community. It is united first with its 

Creator and because of that, secondly, it is united with itself. 

Union, says Edwards, "is one of the most beautiful and happy things 

on earth, which indeed makes earth most like heaven. 1I13 It is the 

act of consent that unites the natural community both with itself 

and to its Creator. The act of consent is the act of love. And 

those who love that which is most worthy of love must love those 

who likewise love. 14 For those who love that which is most worthy 

of love are united or in relationship with the object of their love. 

Therefore, argues Edwards, they are in a similar relation with each 

other. ~1at is, they consent to or agree with each other. 

What disagrees with Being must necessarily be 

disagreeable to Being in general, to everything 

that partakes of Entity ... and what agrees 15 

with Being, must be agreeable to Being in general. 

To be united with another means to be in a loving relation-

ship with another. In Edwards ' vocabulary, union and love are 

largely synonymous. True v irtue is a "cordial. . . consent, or 

16' 
union of heart to Being in general." And consent to Being in 

l 



( 

( 

-143-

l h .. . d " 17 
genera "w en lt lS of mln s towards mlnds" IS love. Insofar as 

it is united with itself and with its Creator the natural community 

is a community that loves. 

Edwards saw activity of the mind at every level of the nat-

ural community because he viewed nature as a scale which progresses 

from the incomplete to the complete. At each level that which has 

gone before is consolidated and comprehended and every new level 

reached points to that which lies ahead. 18 Each level of existence 

represented on this scale is more integral and more explicitly 

self-sufficient than those which prece&ded it.
19 

This series, Edwards held, must have a conclusion or com-

1 · l 20 P etlon or te os. M1at it culminates in, that to which aIl else 

points, must be absolutely whole and self-contained. It must be 

alI-inclusive, both in the sense that it is the complete realization 

of that of which aIl else is animperfect representation and in the 

sense that it includes within itself aIl that is involved in the 

process on the scale of which it is the end point. ~lat in which 

the process culminates is both the end of the process and that 

which comprehends or gathers up in itself the whole process. 

This is to say that both the end of the process and the 

process itself are so intimately related that the latter is impos

sible without the former. 21 The end is therefore immanent in the 

process itself in such a way that the process is both sublated and 

transcended. It is sublated inthat every imperfect stage yields 

that which is more perfecto It is transcended in that in no stage 

j 
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22 is the end (wholeness) completely reached. The ideal remains 

unattainable within the process itself. 23 

THE NATURAL COMMUNITY IS CHARACTERIZED BY INDIVIDUALITY 

AND CORPORATENESS 

1. Individuality in the Natural Community. 

Edwards was convinced that the natural cornrnunity was a 

. . f d" . d 24 manlfestatlon 0 lVlne W1S om. The assertion of this belief 

was at the same time a denial of aIl possibility of contingency. 

AlI things are as they are and could not be otherwise since aIl 

things, as they are, are established to perfectly fulfill the 

1 d d . 25 Creator s purpose an eSlgn. 

For there is a "moral necessity of God's will arising 

from or consisting in the infinite perfection and blessedness 

of the divine Being. ,,26 This perfection requires tha t His will 

be perfectly expressed. This requirement means, in turn, that the 

created order is not "a fixed unalterable state of things" but a 

"state of the divine will and design. ,,27 Because the Creatorls 

will is sovereign, aIl things are subject to it. Consequently, 

no existence is a contingent existence or the result of chance. 

This reality is demonstrated by the fact that every 

element in the created order has an identity unlike any other. 

"It is very unlikely that any two of aIl these created elements 

are exactly equal and alike.,,28 Every created element is an in-

dividual, therefore it must be different from every other element. 

.._J 
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For "ltis difference on1y, that constitutes distinction. ,,29 

These differences are important. 

There is not one atom, nor the 1east 
assignable part of an atom, but what has 
influence, every moment, throughout the 
whole material universe to cause every 
part to be otherwise than it would be, 
if it were not for that particular cor
poreal existence. And however theeffect 
is insensible for the present, yet it 
may in length of time become great and 
important. 30 

Differences are important because they represent the 

will of God that causes things to be as they are. Il Nothing 

31 cornes to pass without a cause." By cause is meant "any ante-

cedent ... on which an event, either a thing, or the manner and 

circumstance of a thing, so depends, that it is the ground and 

reason ... why it is, rather than not; or why it is as it is, 

rather than otherwise.,,32 Differences are not accidentaI but have 

their origin and significance in the will of the Creator. Con-

sequently, whatever is, has sufficient reason since it is deter-

mined or constituted by that will according to its "own good 

pleasure." The pleasure of the Creator is the creatures' good 

or that which is "agreeable" to the creatures' nature. "1 use 

the term 'good ' ... as of the same import with 'agreeable , ,,.33 

God cannot but choose this since it is in the creatures 1 happiness 

that he delights. 34 It is morally necessary that God choose 

what is good. ConsequentlY"God himself cannat choose what is 

not good. The freedom of the Almighty hinders not his being 
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determ';ned by w'r1at l' s best. 11
35 

T,1'1 t ' , t f th t 1 

~ 
vvna lS, ex~s s or e crea ures 

good and the Creatorls happiness. 

These differences that characterize the natura1 community 

become more pronounced as the sca1e of being is ascended. The 

closer in the sca1e of being we come to the Creator, the more 

arbitrary do we find his operations in the creature. And the 

greater the arbitrariness of God's creative activity,the more 

does that which is created experience a freedom from the 1aws of 

nature or natura1 operations and the more does its activity 

, 11 b' , f h d' , ,,36 

mlrror t e ar ltrarlness 0 t e lVlne actlvlty. 

"There are two kinds of divine operation" says Edwards, 

viz. "that which is arbitrary and that which is limited by fixed 

37 
laws." An arbitrary operation is any operation not confined 

to or 1imited by the 1aws of nature. ~1e latter are dependent 

upon the former. ""ris arbitrary operation that fixes, deter

mines and limits the laws of natural operation. ,,38 In this 

sense the who1e of the natura1 community represents an arbitrary 

operation. 

The creation of the matter of the m~teria1 

wor1d out of nothing, the creation even 

of every individua1 atom or primary 

particle, was by an operation perfect1y 

arbitrary. . .. It was by arbitrary 

divine operation that the primary par

tic1es of matter were put in motion and 

had the Direction and Degree of their 

motion determined, and were brought into 

so beautifu1 and usefu1 a situation one 

with respect to another. 39 
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The natural community is also a natural operation in that 

the arbitrary operation that is the will of God is executed in 

or through that which occurs "na turally" . Thus it is that "per-

sonal identity depends on God's sovereign constitution. ,,40 Per-

sonal identity depends upon the way one is required to show forth 

or execute the divine will, by which alone each individual exis-

tence is sustained. It is the divine will which establishes 

the natural community and each member of it responds to this 

will differently. 

Each mernber of the natural community, therefore, is unique. 

Each has its dut Y , each has a function to perform which is unique-

ly its OW11. In the natural community there is "no one thing de-

termined without an end, and no one thing without a fitness for 

that end, superior to anything else. 1,41 And as each element 

has its peculiar function, so each was created differently in 

sorne respect. ~nis difference might be so small as to escape 

notice. Yet even if this distinction consists "only in those 

things which are called circumstancesj as place, time, rest, 

t , th t t' t l t' 42 mo lon or sorne 0 er presen or pas Clrcums ances or re a lons, " 

the difference still exists. And so, therefore, does the reason 

for its existence and its effect on the w1101e of which it is a 

part. For "it would be unreasonable to suppose, that God made 

one atom in vain, or without any end or motive. ,,43 And, again, 

"there is not one atom, nor the least assignable part of an atom, 

but what has influence, every moment, throughout the whole mat-
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. l' 44 
erla unlverse." 

2. Corporateness in the Natural Community. 

Each member of the community exercises its individuality 

with respect to and as a part of the whole of universal existen-

45 
ce. Every existence affects every other existence. For good 

or ill even the smallest atom affects "the whole material uni-

verse." The whole of the natural world glorifies its Creator. 

It does so by acting according to that purpose for which each 

element in it was created. AlI creatures inferior to man "glo-

rify their Creator, according to their nature. . .. (Even) 

things without life, as earth and stones ... answer their end 

~ney are aIl useful in their places, aIl render their 

proper tribute of praise to their creator.,,46 The extent to 

which each element fails in its dut y is the extent towhich the 

natural community as a whole fails tO'glorify its Creator. It 

is the extent to which its beauty is diminished. For no one 

element lives in isolation, no one element is self-sufficient. 

Speaking of cornets, Edwards observed that because they 

travel "in the empty etherial spaces where are no bodies with 

which they have communication to repay their expenses and re

store their loss," they spend themselves. 47 The natural conuuun-

ity can only grow, maintain its resources and live when aIl its 

elements are in communication with each other. One species and 

forrn of life isdependent for its existence upon its interdepen-
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dence with others. 

To attempt to live apart from the whole, in self-suffici-
ent isolation, is death. It is to "waste oneself." It is to 
lead a fruitless life. Consequently, no created existence can 
be said to be useless, even if its usefulness is not readily ap-
parent. For if it plays its part it is useful. It glorifies 
the Creator in its giving and receiving, i.e. in communication 
with other life and with God. 

For seeing they are constantly expending and wasting themselves and sending forth their own substance and that substance they emit is not annihilated, it must necessarily be that other parts of the frame of the universe must receive what they expend. 48 

No element of the created community can exist if there is not 
other life to receive what it gives of its very substance. To 
give without being received is to waste away or to !Je self-de-
structive. This is why the natural world continues to live. 
~1at is, because each element is created for a particular pur-
pose and answers to that purpose. Even "things without life" 
serve their purpose. The natural community was originally es-
tablished so as to ensure that there would be at least one ele-
ment in it equipped to receive the substance of another and in 
return give to another. 49 

Each element of the natural cornrnunity has a particular 
end for which it is uniquely fitted,50"superior to anything else." 
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Yet because its function and responsibility are limited no one 

element can fully reflect that unit y which characterizes its so-

ciety. Only the totality of this order, responding to itself in 

response to the divine will can accomplish this. And the whole 

is so created that when one element fails, another element, de-

pendent upon it, cannot perfectly fulfill its own function. 'l'he 

result is that the community as a whole suffers and the Creator 

is less than perfectly glorified. The whole of the created order 

is dependent for its very existence on the consent of being to 

being, or the execution of its dut y by each member of the commun-

ity. 

AlI mt3rWJerS of the natural community, then, are mutually 

dependent and subservient, 

and aIl parts help one another to mutually for
ward each other's ends. In aIl the immense 
variety of things that there are in the world, 
every one has such a nature and is so ordered 
in every respect and circumstance as to comply 
with the rest of the universe and to fall in with 
and subserve the purpose of other parts. 5l 

The interest of both the individual and the community 

is subordinated to the interest of that in which their interest 

is sUbsumed,viz. the interest of the Creator who sustains the in

dividual in community. For the interest of the individual and the 

corrununity is their common good. And their common good is the 

1 . f . . f h 52 g orl lcatlon 0 t e Creator. It was for t.his end (his glory) 
• 53 

the Creator created. And "God, in seeking his glory, 
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seeks the good of his creatures. ,,54 

THE NATURAL COMMUNITY 15 CHARAC'rERIZED BY OBEDIENCE 'ro 

EXTERNAL AUTHORITY 

The natural corrununity exists by means of that power which 

is creatively coercive. This is the laws of nature, which exer-

cise control over it. "No created thing has power to produce 

an effect any otherwise than by virtue of the laws of nature.,,5S 

Therefore they represent the active will of God56 which cannot 

be violated without the corrununity suffering. 

This implies that aIl created elements must live accord-

ing to those laws which govern them; according to those laws 

by which they can most effectively do their duty. They must live 

for that end for which they have a fitness "superior to anything 

e15e", and according to the circumstances of place and time in 

which they were placed by the divine will. And to live in this 

way and for this purpose without attempting to escape dut Y or 

violate the laws of one's constitution is to acknowledge the 

divine sovereignty.57 This sovereignty,which determines the life 

of the natural corrununity,is manifest in three ways. First, it 

is manifest in the similarity of the laws of nature. 

The same laws of nature obtain throughout 
the universe; every part of matter, every

where, is governed by exactly the same 
laws, which laws are" only the appointment 
of the governors. ~nis argues, therefore, 

that they areS§ll governed by one appoint
ment or will. 

l 
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Secondly, it is shown in the tact that "the same laws obtain in 

al! ages without any alteration." This argues that there is but 

"one design and contrivance" that "manages" the world in aIl 

ages. "Not only the identity of law in inanimate beings but in 

the sam!3 sort of animaIs ... in aIl ages of the world 'l shows 

. Il ( h )' h h d f h b' 59 that "ln a ages t ey are ln t e an 0 t e same elng." 

lies in 

A third '2vidence that there is but one sovereign Creator 

the analogy there is in the bodies 
of aIl animaIs and in aIl plants and in 
the different parts of the inanimate cre
ationi the analogy there is, likewise, 
between the corporeal and spiritual parts 
of the creationi the analogy in the institution 
and government of different orders of being -
this argues that the whole is the fruit of 
but one wisdom and design. 60 

The natural community lives by its obedience to that which is 

greater than itself, to that which is "infinite in understanding 

and power", who is "self-sufficient" and "all-sufficient", and by 

whom aIl things are "upheld in be in!]. ,,61 

THE NATURAL COIVIMUNITY 1S CHARACTERIZED BY ORDER 

The Creator who upholds aIl things lOis the God of order, 

f
. 62 not of cono USlon." Consequently, the community that lives in 

conformity with him and exhibits the divine nature is an order-

ed cornrnunity. Disorder is foreign to it. In fact, says Edwards, 

the natural community, because it Ois the Creator 1 s design, is "an 
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immense multitude of particular regular systems aIl with a con-

venient mutual vicinity and a proper relationship and exact 
. . d . 63 sltuatlon an commensuratlon." 

The natural cornmunity represents the truth of existence. 
First,because it represents the product of the arbitrary divine 

. . k 64. .. wlll "WhlCh ma es truth." In thls sense truth lS arbltrary 

reality. Second, because it is itself an ordered or coherent 

existence. It is the product of a \vill which permeates apparent 

chaos with a unit y of action which produces a coherent unified 
whole. That which is not coherent is not true. 

That there is coherence in the midst of chaos represents 
a mystery which is never absent from life and for which human 

65 reason alone cannot account. Yet much 0::= created existence 

appears contingent because its intimate relationship "with its 

causes or antecedents according to the established course of 

h . . d . d 66 b th . t lngs" lS not lscerne. However, ecause no lng occurs 

apart from the Creator's will, that which is contingent is not 
"accidentaI" but the result of an arbitrary operation. 67 And 

because of this operation every phenomenon of the natural world 

exhibits an individuality that cannot be accounted for by or 
solely derived from "natural operation" or "the Laws of Nature. ,,68 
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THE NATURAL COMMUNITY IS CHARAC'rERIZED BY CONSENT 

In responding to the divine initiative, the created com-

munit y is active in providing for the needs of its members~ The 

community, when it so acts, acts in full possession of its powers. 

It is a community that is filled with life,69 and it is continual

ly sustained and renewed in its life-giving activity.70 When it 

seeks its own end rather than that of the Creatorls its capacity 

to give and receive life is diminished. So is its capacity to 

provide for its members. This capacity is simply a reflection 

of "the exuberant Goodness of the Creator who hath not only Pro-

vided for all the Necessities but also for the Pleasure and Re-

creation of all sorts of Creatures and even the insects and those 

h t · bl 71 t at are mos DespJ.ca e." 

THE NATURAL COMMUNITY IS CHARAC·rERIZED BY SERVICE 

Each element is fitted to serve the needs of another, 

"the inanimate to the animate, the animals to the beasts, the 

72 beasts to each other and to man." Man/too, is part of the 

created order. And being of "the highest rank of creatures" he 

receives the service of those elements which are subservient to 

him. The Creator has "made the earth, and seas, and all their 

fulness, for the use of man. . . . He made the vast variety of 

creatures for manls use and service .. For the same purpose 

he made all the plants, and herbs, and trees of the field." In 
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fact,"Nature is continually labouring for (him) .,,73 In the ser-

vice of the natural community to man and in man's service both 

to this community and to its Creator, God is glorified. For in 

this mutual service the purpose of the Creator - the realization 

of a holy society united in love 74 - is furthered. 

SUMMARY 

The natural community is united in a common task; the 

glorification of the Creator. It is characterized by an inter-

action between the individual elem(~nt and the totality to which 

it is related. In this interaction the community demonstrates a 

unit y within itself which has its foundation in its unit y with 

its Creator. The common purpose of both the individual and the 

group is realized when the community as a whole functions in 

obedience to the divine sovereignty which has established it. 

Because each element in the community has been equipped to do its 

dut Y in this respect, the natural community as a whole can be 

said to be "good." This goodness is shown forth in that activity 

by which it secures its life. This activity is an ordered ac-

tivity and the whole serves to glorify the Creator. The natural 

community is a serving community. To what extent is it therefore 

also a moral community? 
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NOTES 

l ' M1SC. 1196. 

2 362 M.R. , p. c. 

3'b'd 11. 

4 E .C., p. 84 c. 

5 532. E.C. , p. 

6Edwards apparently assumed that su ch consciousness could not 
properly be attributed to the natural comnunity itself but was 
simply the consciousness of God inhering in and directing an 
otherwise passive nature. Yet he attributed to the natural 
world the quality of mind and where there is mind there is aware
ness. "There is no other proper consent but that of minds." 
(Mind 45) Consent presupposes awareness of that to which con
sent is made .. And as modern science has discovered, awareness 
is consciousness. (E.W.Sinnott, "Biology and Spiritual Values", 
~1e Journal of Religion, 36:2 April 1956, p. 182) 
. SClence does not know where this consciousness or aware-

ness begins. (ibid.) It admits as a possibility that conscious
ness is characteristic of aIl life. And this Edwards also im
plicit~ly and perhaps unknowingly held. 

7 T.his conclusion has led sorne to aff irm that "in livin9 organ
isms physical integration and psychical integration represent two 
aspects, corresponding to two mutually complementary sets of 
factors of one and the same biolo'Jical process." (E.W.Sinnott 
~. ci~., p. 182) Body and mind are here represented as two as
pects of one existence, not distinct or different things. 

~üs is to say that sorne scientists are comin,] to share 
Edwards' affirmation of the unit y of life. Body and mind are no 
loncjer se en as distinct entities, but as part of the same pro
cess of growth toward unit y or completeness. On the lower end 
of the evolutionary scale normal life is maintained through pat
terns of regulatory behaviour or instincts. ~lese have come to 
be regarded as "the simplest beginnings of mind." (ibid.) And 
since" aIl life seeks to maintain itself in wholeness-or-has 
wholeness as its goal, it can be said that mind is rooted in 
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purpose. As we will see, this is Edwards' position; aIl life 
partakes of a quality of mind and aIl life seeks by nature unit y 
and wholeness. 

8 E.C., p. 492. 

9 Images 8. 

10'b'd 1 1 • 

llImages 58. 

12 532. E. C., p. 

13 482. H.A. , p. 

14 32. T.V. , p. 

l5 M , d 
! ln 1. 

16 T.V., p. 73. 

l7Mind 45. 

l8Images 19. 

19'b'd 1. l • 

20 . E.C., p. 532. 

2lEdwards denies, however, that the reverse holds. No finite en
ti ty cornes into existence without a cause. This m(3ans that aIl 
finite entities share something common; "they are not self-exis
tent, or necessary in the nature of thinljs. Il 'I1üs created order 
need not have been. It was brought into existence by the arbit
rary will of the Creator as the chosen means whereby he responds 
ta himself and delights in himself. It represents the love of 
God who delights in the happiness of his creatures. It there
fore also represents the means the Creator has chosen by which 
this happiness is to be attained. 
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22Misc . 650. 

23Misc . 725. 

24This staternent will be discussed in Cnapter 7. 

25NO event and no act of will can occur without reference to that 
to which it is subject and which is the ground and reason of its 
existence. (F.W., 392 ff) This is the will of God which, be
cause it establishes aIl things, is the criterion of truth. (O.S., 
p. 404) Consequently, that which contradicts this will, Le. 
which does not rnake the appropriate respons t:! to it, is in error. 
In this sense, sin, for Edwards, is error, although avoidable 
error. 

26 F.W. , p. 395. 

27'b'd 1. 1 . 

28 387. F.W. , p. 

29'b'd ~., p. 388. 

30'b'd ~., p. 392-93. 

31'b 'd ~., p. 181. 

32 'b 'd 1. 1 . 

33'b'd ~., p. 143. 

34 478. E.C., p. 

35 F.W. , p. 378. 

36 ' M1SC. 1263. 

37'b'd 1. 1 . 

38'b'd 1 1 . 
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39 'b 'd 1. 1 . 

40 399. O. S., p. 

41 388. F.W. , p. 

42'b'd 11. 

43 392. F.W. , p. 

44'b'd 11. 

45'.r. V. , p. 62. 

46 548. W .U., p. 

47 ' M1SC. 1038. 

48'b'd 1. 1 . 

49 l" l f h' h b Tl1S lS not a ways true 0 uman soclety. For man, w 0 a. ove 
aIl other creatures has been given "a capacity of glorifying the 
great Creator" (W. U., p. 548) is that creature who fails in pre
cisely this duty. He alone of aIl the creatures is not willing 
to recèive what other elemt':!nts give. He alone seeks to live in 
isolation. And this is why human community, as opposed to the 
natural community, is always close to disintegration. (M.O., p. 
305) Self-love is the norm of the former, it is the exception 
in the latter. 

Mlereas the natural community secures its happiness in 
the glorification of the Creator, "selfish proud man" seeks his 
happiness in that which "contributes to his (own) interest and 
gratifies his ambition. fI. (R.A., p. 246). This is because man 
must first consent to or be united with God, "before he will 
esteem God 1 s 9'ood his own, and before he will des ire the glori
fying and enjoyin'J of God, as his happiness." (R.A., p. 241) 
And this is what happens in the natural community. AU creatures 
inferior to man "glorify their Creator according to their nature." 
(W.U., p. 548) This means that the natural cornmunity as a whole 
is related to its Creator more closely than the human community 
as a whole. 

50 M.R., p. 303. 



( 

-160-

51Misc . 651. Thus does Edwards attempt to combine in his con
cept of community the one and the many without giving the prior
ity to either. He does this by tying the interest of the indiv
idual to that of the whole in such a way that the interest of . the 
one cannot be served unless the interest of the other is also ful
filled. No one element can grow or fulfill its destiny apart 
from all other elements in the community. r t is only in union 
with the whole that individuality is realized. 

52 478. E.C ., p. 

53'b'd ~., p. SOL 

54'b'd ~., p. 477. 

55 37. T. V., p. 

56 ' M1SC. 65l. 

57 478. D. S., p. 

53 ' M1SC. 65l. 

59'b'd 1 1 • 

60 "b' d 1. 1 • 

61 48l. D. S., p. 

62 D.M., p. 575. 

63 ' M1SC. 880. 

64 404. o. S., p. 

65 rn fact it was a mysterious matter that anything should exist 
in the first place. We see that "the being of the world, with 
aIl its constituent parts, and the manner of their existence .. 
are not necessary in their own nature, and so self-existent and 
therefore must have a cause." (P.W., p. 182) The very acknow
ledgment of the mystery of life is an admission that it cannot 
be fully penetrated. 
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66 F.W., p. 155. As Ramsey has pointed out, (F.W., p 99 ff) the 
concept of contingency for Edwards involved a belief both in the in
herent connection between cause and event, (F.W., p. 181) and 
in the certainty of this connection. (F.W., p. 118) Both of 
these beliefs were based on what Edwards saw revealed in the . 
natural world. And what he saw revealed was the will and pre-
sence of the Creator in every created existence, which is the 
effect of his creative activity. 

"The way that mankind came to the knowledge of the being 
of God, is that which the apostle speaks of (Rom. 1:20) 'the in
visible things of Him, from the creation of the world, are clear
ly seeni being understood by the things that are madei even 
his eternal power and Godhead. ' WI:;: first ascend, and prove a 
posteriori or from effects, that there must be an eternal causei 
and then secondly, prove by argumentation, not intuition, that 
this being must be necessarily existent." (F.W., p. 182) If 
we do not maintain that what isnot necessary in itself must have 
a cause, then "aIl our means of ascending in our arguing from the 
creature to the Creator, and aIl our evidence of the being of 
God, is cut off at one blow." (F.W., p. 183) 

Edwards ' support for his concept of contin!)'ency was thus 
his own form of the argument from or to design. The natural world 
testifies to a pro'jressively ascendin!)' scale of bein!)' "from the 
creature to the Creator" in which each level points to that which 
goes beyond it and which ultimately tends to the perfection of 
divinity. And since the end of the process and the process it
self are inseparable, a cause (the Creator) must existe 

Edwards also employs a modified form of the Cosmological 
proof or the argument from contingency. ~lere is a certainty 
in the connection between cause and event, sustained by the will 
of God. That thinlJs are one way and not another is indicative 
of the operative power of this will. For Ol1l.y with reference 
to this will does the operation of the system make sense. It 
is not self-explanatory. COl1sequently, every entity and event 
in the, created order is what it is because of its place, the 
part it plays and its interrelations within the system as a ~lole. 
The fact that each plays a particular part, has a particular 
place and is re1ated to the whole in a particular way is evidence 
of the arbitrary divine operation. Each existence then, is a 
dependent existence. rnerefore each unit qives witness to the 
reality or certainty of the arbitrary will of the Creator and 
therefore of the Creator himse1f. The div ine totality or per
fection inheres in every f inite which points to it. without the 
determination of this perfection, each finite entity would be 
other than it is. 

67 O.S., p. 404. 
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69
Tl 

. 118 statement 

70 401. O. s. , p. 

71 7. 0.1., p. 

72 . MIse. TF. 

73 547. W. U., p. 

74 482. H.A. , p. 
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will be diseu8sed in Chapter 7. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE MORALITY OF THE NATURAL WORLD 

INTRODUCTION 

We have discussed Edwards' understanding of the natural 
world as community. In this chapter we shall discuss his attri
bution of morality to this co~~unity. Edwards equates morality, 
virtue and consent. Since the divine Being constitutes the 
natural order and since the divine Being consents to himself, the 
natural order can be said to be virtuous and characterized by 
morality. Yet only man, of aIl the creatures, has the capacity 
to consciously consent to the divine Being and actively comply 

with his design in the natural order. Therefore, it would ap
pear that morality and moral activity could be rightfully attri
buted only to him. We shall now de termine how Edwards treats 

these two apparently contradictory aspects of his thought. 

MORALITY IN THE NATURAL COMMUNITY 

Edwards sees the natural community as a conversible com
munit y . "There are no beings that have even the semblance of 

intelligence and will, but possess the faculty of conversation, 
as in aIl kinds of birds, beasts and even insects."l Where-

ever there is ev en the appearance ,of a mind, there conversation 
becomes possible. It is of the very nature of mind to communic-
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ate with mind. "So far as there is any appearance of something 

like a mind, so far they give significations of their minds one 

to another insomething like conversation among rational crea~ 

2 
tures. " 

Conversation is of the natural world. And "the moral 

ld d h 'bl ld h h' 3 
wor an t e converSl e wor are t e same t lng." Therefore, 

4 
non-human creatures, and their environment, constitute a moral 

world the essence of which is a spiritual reality who "represents 

things as they truly are." 5 

Secondly, the natural community is a moral community be-

cause it is characterized by friendship. The context of morality 

is society. The medium of its communication is conversation. 

The well being of this community that converses and is moral de

pends on friendship, "the highest happiness of all moral agents.,,6 

Friendship requires conversation. 7 And this is abundant in the 

natural world. 

George Thomas8 has outlined three conditions of friendshipi 

involvement, acceptance (consent) and companionship. At least 

two of these conditions Edwards saw as operative in the natural 

community. 

Edwards understands the natural community as that commun-

ity that exists through each element's acceptance of all other 

elements in its environment or through "one part having such 

consonant proportion with the rest as represents a general agree-

9 
ing and consenting together. Il In this mutual consent, the com-
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munit y reflects an acceptance of the divine will which requires 

it. 

In acting in agreeableness and conformity with itself 

the natural world acts morally. For in its acceptance of the 

divine sovereignty it does its duty. And there is no distinction 

between moral duties and other duties. "Every dut y whatsoever 
10 

is a moral dut Y . " And the natural world does its moral dut Y in 

imitation of or as an image of God's own dealing with the created 

order. "God deals ... with everyone according to their kinds, 

deals forth those blessings that are most fit for themi that 

which is fit for one is not fit for another."ll 

God provides for the weIl being and happiness of each in-

dividual and species differently, depending on its needs, consti-

tution and circumstance. And the natural community acts in its 

own way to achieve a similar purpose, that is, toprovide for its 

members according to their needs, constitution and circumstance. 

Thus, for example, the earth acts as the womb for plants which are 

"propagated by seed which produces others of the same kind.,,12 

Edwards also saw the involvement of each element of the 

natural community in the existence of every other element, either 

directly or indirectly. For example, the existence and motion of 

every atom influences the motion" of aIl other bodies in the uni-

13 verse. 

The elements of the whole created order affect one another 

and agree with one another. Taken in themselves, these elements 

are relatively insignificant. And they are distinct entities, 
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which appear dormant, "without the least sensible ... change of 

14 their situation from one thousand years ta another." This is 

due to the fact that their mutual attractions "balance one an6ther 

d f 11 t k 11 ' d' 15 so won er u y as a eep a ln rest an qUletness." All the 

elements of the created order are interrelated. For all agree in 

bath their internal nature and "the mutual action of their minute 

16 parts." Ta perceive this is ta perceive the fact that "Gad 

does purposely make and order one thing ta another." 17 

The natural community is a moral community because it is 

characterized by conversation and friendship. It is also a moral 

community because it is characterized by participation in Being. 

The natural community consents ta the will of its Creator who is 

18 Being in general. Ta consent ta Being is to participate in 

Being. "The eternal and inf inite Being, is in effect, Being in 

1 d h d . l' 19 genera; an compre en s unlversa eXlstence." The Creator makes 

his creatures the "objects of his benevolence - not by taking what 

he finds distinct from himself, and sa partaking of their good, 

and being happy in them, but - by flowing forth, and expressing 

himself in them, and making them to partake of him, and then re

joicing in hirnself expressed in thern, and communicated ta thern.,,20 

Gad thus gives ta beings the ternper to consent ta the 

. "universal system of existence" of which it is a part and ta which 

it stands related. 2l Only those beings which have this temper of 

mind or disposition can consent. Those that do not have such a 



( 

-167-

disposition cannot consent or agree with the universal system 

but must oppose it. And the elements of the natural world are 

of this disposition because they consent to that to which they 

stand related. 22 In cornrnunicating thisconsent to his creatures, 

God both communicates beauty to that which is and brings into 

existence that which is not. "God 1 s virtue is so extended as to 

include a propensity not only to being actually existing and ac-

b 'f l b 'bl b' 23 tually eautl u, ut to pOSSl e elng." 

Consequently, again, a quality of mind inheres in the 
. 

natural cornrnunity. For consent to Being in general is true vir-

24 tue. And virtue is "the excellence of minds.,,25 It is the 

quality of mind in the natural cornrnunity that reacts against that 

which destroys the relationship through which it is maintained. 

That is, it reacts against that which is out of proportion with 

the whole. What the mind loves in the created order is its pro

portion. 26 The mind hates that which disrupts the laws of nature 

27 
established to retain aIl things in a union of harmony. There-

fore/aIl nature reacts in the same way to that which would des-

troy or disrupt this harmony. Although subject to this destruc-

tive force "yet does not it (nature) rest in this subjection, but 

is constantly acting and exerting itself (against it) .,,28 AlI 

elements of the natural cornmunity possess a "beauty of mind" , 

1 ' 'h f 't 29 W11Ch lS t e essence 0 Vlr ue. 

The natural cornrnunity was "designed to teach us moral 

30 lessons." Only that which has the character or experience of 
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.... 

morality or excellence can teach rnorality. Consequently the 

natural community is a moral cornmunity, characterized by convers-

ation, friendship and participation in Being. 

LOVE .AND THE NATURAL COMMUNITY 

Morality is virtue and true virtue is love. 31 The nat-

ural world, in that it is a cornmunity characterized by morality, 

must therefore also be characterized by love. To what extent does 

Edwards conceive this to be so? 

Edwards holds that love to Being in general or to "the 

great system of universal existence" is possible only for intel-

ligent beings. Inanimate thin:rs "or Beings that have no percept-

ion or will" are incapable of moral perfection because their ac-

tions do not arise from lia generally benevolent temper ... or 

frame of mind, wherein consists a disposition to love Being in 

general.,,32 The actions of the natural world therefore cannot 

be said to be moral actions. 

Nor can the natural order act irnmorally. For irnmorality 

consists primarily in a lack of will to consent to Being in gen-

eral. That is, irnmorality does not consist in external action or 

lack of action that is the consequence of "sorne impeding defect 

or obstacle that is extrinsic to the will; either in the faculty 

of understanding, constitution of body, or external objects.,,33 

It is in the willingness to act in conformity with "the great 

system of universal existence" that the moral act occurs. For 
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"the very willing is the doing" and once willed "the thing is per

formed and nothing else remains to be done. 1I34 

The natural world cannot will to consent. If it is not 

subject to external interference it must act in conformity with 

its "established law and order".35 Only intelligent creatures 

can choose among alternatives. For only intelligent creatures 

are free. They alone have the power to will or do according to 

h . f h' 36 t elr own ree c Olce. They alone have the capacity to per-

ceive "things as they are in themselves" and willingly consent to 

them. "The only thing wherein men differ from the inferior cre

ation, is intelligent perception and action.,,37 And, acting and 

willing are the same thing. Thus it is in the power to perceive 

and in the power to will in response ta what is perceived that 

"the Creator has made man to differ from the rest of the creation 

and (that) by which he has. set him over it, and by which he gov

erns the inferior creatures and uses them for himself. ,,38 

Thus we have in Edwards two thoughts about the capacity 

of the natural world to love. First, only man has the capacity 

for active consent to the Creatorls will. Therefore,he alone 

has the capacity for active love. Second, Edwards also wants 

to maintain that there is in the natural community a quality of 

mind which also makes it capable of consent and of maintaining 

itself in a relationship that is in fact a relationship of love. 

Edwards could notmaintain the former position in isolat-

ion from the latter. For,while man uses the natural world as a 
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means of expressing consent to the "universal system of existence ", 

the natural communityalso expressesthis consent in its own way. 

The difference is that man does this willingly and has the power 

to choose not to do so, while the elements of the natural world 

do so by instinct and continue to do so as long as they are not 

externally prevented. 

But this does not mean that the action of the natural 

world is less an expression of love than the action of man since 

it is the action of the Creator.which inheres in both. ~nis does 

not mean that when man acts for this purpose, to express consent, 

his motive is different from that of the natural world, which 

acts by instinct from motives it does not understand. This lack 

of conscious motivation does not make non-human creatures non-

moral agents or their action morally neutral. The acts of man 

become the properties of man because he wills them. He is some-

h . h 39 ow "ln t em". It cannot be said that the actions of the ele-

ments of the natural world are any less the p·roperty of their 

executors. 

Indeed, Edwards is not unwilling to admit that the actions 

of the elements of the natural community are moral actions. For 

morality is consent to the divine will. Such consent is "good". 

Evil then is a denial of this consent and a disruption of that 

harmony or union of the creature with its "ground" (Tillich) 

40 which is the product of consent. . Edwards admits that such dis-

ruption and chaos are a part of the natural order, even though it 
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is a chaos maintained within the context of the divine sovereign-

t 
41 y. 

agencYi 

This means the natural world has the possibility of moral 

of obedience and disobedience, of consent and rebellion, 

even if this is at an infinitely lower level than that of which 

42 man is capable. And since the natural world does consent to the 

Creatorls purpose - since God is in aIl things and he consents 

to his 0~1 purpose - it, though fallen, is also inherently vir-

tuous. And virtue, again, is love. Considerations such as these 

forced Edwards to admit in practice what in theory he denied, 

viz. that elements of the natural world, other than man, had the 

possibility of conforming to being in general and therefore of 

loving. 

Yet human comnunity remains superior to the natural com-

munit y because it has a greater capacity to consent and is there

fore capable of greater virtue. 43 That existence to whom virtue 

has been cornrnunicated most fully or which has received the most 

virtue, that is, that existence which has the greatest capacity 

1 d d h f l
, 44, 

for a. "supreme ove to Go Il an t ere ore "true mora lty ", lS 

most worthy. It is greater and morally superior to existences 

which have this capacity to a lesser extent. 45 It is greater in 

that it has a larger share of "being in general" by virtue of the 

fact that it consents to Being in general to a greater extent 

h h
' 46 t an ot er eXlstences. 

, 48 lon. 

d " 47 d " An consent lS unlon an partlclpat-

Ruman community is therefore characterized by morality in 
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that moral goodness means the creaturels fitness for a particular 

49 end or "fitness to answer the design for which it was made. Il 

AlI existence was made to exercise and express an esteem of love 

to and joy in God. 50 That ~hich has the capacity to do this most 

perfectly is therefore most worthy and morally superior. For 

't' , th' t Id' th t l' t 't 51 1 lS ln lS respec, ove an JOy a mora 1 y cons1s s. 

Therefore, that which is great, that which is capable 

of a supreme regard to God, "has more existence and is further 

from nothing, than that which is little. 1I52 And it is obvious 

that sorne beings have lia greater capacity and power" for "every

thing which goes to its positive existence" than others. 53 Bence 

"an Arch-angel must be supposed to have more existence and to be 

h d 'h 54 every way furt er remove from non-ent1ty, t an a worm." The 

greater the existence the greater is virtue present. Tne more 

virtue present, the more is there participation in Being and 

therefore life and therefore love. 55 

SUMJ.\1ARY 

Edwards views the natural community as being character-

ized by conversation, friendship and participation in Being. 

Therefore, it is also characterized by morality or virtue. Man 

alone has the capacity to choose between moral and immoral ac-

tivity. Yet the activity of the natural cornrnunity is also char-

acterized by morality because it has the quality of consent or 

........ r 



, .... " ------------

( 

-173-

dissent from the Being who constitutes the created order. There

fore the consenting activity of all created entitiesis an ex

pression of love. Man,however, is capable of a more perfect 

expression of love than any other creature because he has the 

greatest capacity for a "supreme love to Gad" and this, because 

he participates in Being to a greater extent than any other 

creature. 
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NOTES 

l M.O., p. 217. 

2'b'd l l • 

3 M.O., p. 218. 

4It is possible to find two sources for Edwards' interest in 
animaIs, apart from his native interest in and constant exposure 
to them. (See for example, "the Affair of the Sheep". "Six 
Letters of Jonathan Edwards to Joseph Bellamy". Stanley T. 
Williams, Ed., New England Quarterly, Vol. l April 1928) The first 
was Ralph Cuworth. 

AnimaIs, said Cudworth, are not mere senseless material 
machines (Descartes) but are governed by "those natural ins
tincts that are in animals, which without knowledge direct them 
to act regularly in order both to their o'lm good and i-he good 
of the universe". (.se. cit., vol. l, p. 243) And "these ins
tincts of nature in them are nothing but a kind of fa te upon them" 
or "the laws of commands of the Deity concerning the mundane 
economy". (ibid., p. 244) Because animaIs have a certain con
sciousness o~Instinct" that enables them to act according to 
these divin,: laws Cudworth could not regard animaIs simply as 
automata. His rejection of mechanism was complete. 

AnimaIs have no "wisdom" or reason. They are simply 
passive agents of the divine will. Theref.ore animaIs "are not 
masters of that wisdom, according to which they act, but only 
passive to the instincts and impresses thereof upon them. . . . 
HOivever, though they do not understand the reason of those ac
tions, that their natural instincts lead them to, yet they are 
generally conceived to be conscious of them .... " (ibid.) 

This concept of the passive nature of animaIs was also 
emphasized by Edwards. AnimaIs are capable of acting only ac
cording to their nature and therefore passively. It is in this 
that their goodness and obedience consists. The main difference 
between the inferior and superior parts of the created order is 
between those that have the faculty or ability "of knowing their 
Creator, and the end for which he made them, and capable of ac
tively complying with his design in their creation, and promoting 
it (and) other creatures (who) cannot promote the design of their 
creation, on1y passively and eventually." (E.C., p. 485) "The 
minds of beasts, if l may calI them minds, are purely passive 
with respect to aIl their ideas. The minds of men are not on1y 
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passive but abundantly active." (Mind 59) It is this active "intelligent perception and action" that differentiates man from the natural order. (M.R., p. 305) 
Edwards, as Cu dwor th , refused to grant to animaIs reason, wisdom or any "exalted faculty." Like Cudworth, he saw that once this faculty was granted to animaIs, their intellectual capacities would have to be considered as "far transcending that of human reason." But this cannot be since human reason alone is "capable of reflecting upon what passes" in the mind. "Beasts have nothing but direct consciousness." (Mind 59) They are capable of "no voluntary action about their own thoughts. Hence there is no necessity of allowin'J reason to beasts." (ibid.) Locke also had an interest in animaIs. For him animaIs were capable of limited perception, reason and memory. Their ability to perceive distin'9'uishes them from the "inferior parts of nature." (EE. cit., 2:9: Il) They have the ability, sorne to a "great degree" to "retain ideas in their memories." (ibid. 2: 10: 10) And while the brutes cannot deal with abstract ideas they can reason if "only in particular ideas, just as they receivedthem from the senses." (ibid., 2:11:10) 
Both Cudworth and Locke had an interest in the "brute creation". TI1ey also had a definite understandin9' of it and wrote about this understanding. Their thought is reflected in Edwards' own understanding of its significance and nature. Again we find support for the contention that Edwards encountered attempts to understand the natural world in much of his reading and that this reading reinforced his native interest in it and his des ire to understand it. 

5 
565. D .M., p. 

6 219. M.O., p. 

7'b'd 1. l • 

8Christian Ethics and Moral Ph il osophy , p. 48l. 

9Misc . 62. 

10, 4 M1SC. • 

Il rmages 44. 

12rmages 19. 
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14Misc . 976. 
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17 Images 8. Here we find again the argument that the essence of 
existence is unit y and that aIl existence is of one piece. AlI 
of the natural community, despite its diversity, is interrelated 
and "so united by the estab1ished law of the creator" that we 
are naturally prompted "to look upon aIl as one." (O.S., p. 
397, 398) Consequently, lia tree, grown great and a hundred years 
old is one plant with the litt1e sprout that first came out of 
theground, from whence it grew, and has been continued in cons
tant succession7 though it is now so exceeding diverse, many 
thousand times bigger and of a very different form, and perhaps 
not one atom the very same. Il (O.S., p. 397) 

Similarly the body of a man of fort y years "is one with 
the infant "body which first came into the world, from whence it 
grew." And just as a personls body is one body, so also does 
his body and soul constitute one personality. They are "different 
parts of the same man." (O.S., p. 398) These two entities are 
of a nature "as diverse as can be conceived." Yet they are so 
"stron'3'ly united Il and have establ ished such "a wonderful conununic
ation" by means of a "law of nature" created and maintained by 
God, they have in effect, become one. The physical and non-phys
ical are not absolutely discontinuous. There exists "conversat
ion" between them. "The union and mutual communication they 
have, has existence." (ibid.) 

18 73. T. V., p. 

19 479. E .C., p. 

20'b'd 
~-" p. 479, 480. 

21 74. T. V., p. 

22'b'd l l • 

23'b'd ~., p. la. 

J 

: 
1 
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24'b'd ~., p. 8. 

25Mind 45. 

26'b'd 
~" l. 

27 'b 'd 1. 1 • 

28 464. H.A., p. 

29 Il. T. V., p. 

30rmages 134. 

31T•V., p. 9. 

32'b'd ~., p. 10. 

33 159. F.W. , p. 

34'b'd ~., p. 162. 

35 'b 'd ~., p. 158. 

36'b'd ~., p. 192. 

37 305. M.R. , p. 

38'b'd 1. 1 • 

39 428. F.W. , p. 

40 21, 22. T. V., p. 

41 19. H.R., p. 

42 304 ff. M.R., p. 
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43 546, M.R., 304. w. U., p. p. 

44 20. T. V., p. 

45'b'd J. J. • 

46 'b 'd 2:.:..2-. , p. 32. 

47 'b 'd ~., p. 25. 

48 479, 480. E. C., p. 

49 24. T. V., p. 

50'b'd J.. J. • 

51'b'd ~., p. 25. 

52'b'd ~., p. 12. 

53'b'd ~., 

54'b'd J. J. • 

55This means that virtue and lUe exist in degrees. "Mere exis
tence" is to be accounted a beauty (T.V., p. 10) because that 
which exists, exists in God. "God and real existence are the 
same", since "God is and there is none else." And God is that 
by which beauty, morality or consent are defined and upon which 
they depend. Therefore, that which consents must exist. Exis
tence depends upon consent. That which does not consent does not 
exist and that which consent.s the most is most real. Therefore 
a state of absolute nothing cannot exist. "That there should 
absolutely be nothing at aIl is utterly impossible" (O. B., p. 1) 
since there is nothin9 else but God. And toit is a contradict-
ion to suppose that being itself should not be. To say "that 
there may be nothing" is to suppose that "nothin':T has a being." 
(Mise. 650) And, if nothing cannot exist, then that which does 
exist must be capable of consent and therefore morality. 

Thus it is true as Delattre suggests that for Edwards 
"order and disorder in the natural world are seen in terms of 
harmony and discord while order and disorder in the moral world 
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are se en in tenus of consent to bein9 and dissent from being. " 
(~. cit., p. 112) But, as we have seen, this order and disorder 

~~ ~ productsof consent or dissent. Nothing can function as it 
snould unless it consents to the end for which it was created. 
'rhe less it consents, the less it Geases to exist5.. Hence, con
sent is primary in both realms of existence which Delattre iden
tifies and which Edwards himself distinguishes. "The moral 
world is the end of the natural world and the course of things in 
the latter is undoubtedly subordinate to God's designs with res
pect to the former." (F.W., p. 251) 

But while "moral perfection" belongs to an order that is 
non-natural, morality as such does not exclusively so belong. 
~1US it is a moot point whether the two realms can be absolutely 
distinguished, as Delattre does, since the beauty (consent) of aIl 
God's works "both of creation and providence", is derived from 
God's moral perfection. (R.A., p. 273) Edwards would agree 
that the consent inherent in the spiritual realm is not merely 
an extension of natural beauty. Yet it is doubtful that he would 
view it as completely discontinuous as Delattre suggests he would. 
(~ . c i t ., P . 112 ) 

It is true that in the natural world we find the less 
perfect made in imitation of the more perfect, plants made in 
imitation of animaIs and they of men and so forth. (Misc. 59) 
It is also true that here aIl things are constituted in imitation 
of and are subordinate to the spiritual. (Images 43) But if aIl 
existence is of one piece, there cannat be an absolute discontin
uity between the "noble and real world" and the imperfect' and 
physical world. Both realms are moral realms. 
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CHAP'rER VII 

A CONCEPTION OF THE NATURAL WORLD 

INTRODuC'rION 

The natural community is qualified by a morality, the 

basis of which is the presence of the Creator who inheres in 

and is active in the created order and sustains its existence. 

In this chapter we shall first consider the nature of the divine 

activity in the natural corununity and the relationship of this 

activity and the natural corununity itself to the divine wisdom. 

We shall then discuss the unit y of the Godhead and its relation

ship to the natural order. To conclude we shall summarize the 

discuss ion of the last three chapters. 

THE NATURAL COMMUNITY AS DIVINE AC'r 

Life can be defined as activity or growth. TI1e natural 

community, because it is infused with life or participates in 

life is therefore an active community. It must act, because it 

is "energized" or infused with the divine power which maintains 

it in existence. l The concern of the Creator for his creation 

is seen in the fact that he provides the energy from which the 

created order lives. 2 "Al! creatures are wholly and entirely .the 

3 fruits of God 1 s power." 

This activity is both continuous and discontinuous. It 
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is discontinuous with past activity in that it is an effect of 

divine power which is "without any dependence on prior existence. ,,4 

For example, the wind that blows in one instant is not the same 

as that which blew just before "any more than the agitated air, 

that makes the sound, is the same. ,,5 Nor is the water in a river, 

which now passes by "individually the same with that which passed 

a little before.,,6 Each element is new because each is the pro-

duct of a new application of divine power or activity. "E-"ery

thing ... is the i~uediate effect of a new exertion or applicat-

7 ion of power. Il 

The activity of the natural community is also continuous 

activity in that is is purposeful activity. This continuous ac-

8 tivity is treated as one effect by the Creator. For aIl de-

pendent existence is an effect which must have a cause. And since 

this cause cannot be "the antecedent existence of the sarne sub

stance", it must be the power of the creator. 9 AlI activity pro

lO ceeds wholly from the Creator. Consequently, aIl activity in 

the natural community is related activity and therefore contin-

uous, because its activity is purposeful. Its "restlessness", 

its "continuaI labor" and its "vast and mightyll processes are 

aIl integrated and designed to the common purpose of glorifying 

the creator. ll 

Tl1e Creator, then, "so unites these successive new effects 

that he treats them as one.,,12 These successive new effects 

maintain the nat.ural community. Consequently, the natural corn-

l 



r' 

{ 

(~ 

\ 

-182-

munit y can be said to be an arbitrary constitution, that is 

a constitution which depends on nothing but 
the divine will; which divine will depends 
on nothing but the divine wisdom. In this 
sense, the whole course of nature, with aIl 
that belongs to it, aIl its laws and methods 
and constancy and regularity, continuance 13 
and proceeding, is an arbitrary constitution. 

The activity of the natural world is purposeful because 

it is activity in conformity with the will of God. The extent 

to which the natural community is a community depends upon the 

extent to which its activity conforms to this will. For it is 

a sovereign will, that against which nothing can stand. "There 

is no such thing as frustrating, or baffling or undermining his 

designs ... there is no wisdom, nor understanding, nor counsel 

against the Lord. ,,14 And community must result from obedience 

to this will because community is what is willed. 15 

The will of God is sovereign in the natural world be-

cause the latter is his O~1 and he has a right to dispose of it 

"according to his own pleasure. AlI things are his, be-

cause aIl things are from him, they are wholly from him and from 
. 16 

him alone." And the will of God is sovereign in the natural 

world because "he is worthy to be sovereign over aIl things." 

It is worthy that the will of God govern the created order be-

cause it is "essentially and invariably holy and righteous and 

infinitely good. ,,17 It is therefore perfectly excellent. Be-

cause of this it is "of infinitely greater importance than the 



( 
\ 

-183-

will of creatures. "la This will is also perfect, infinite in 

understanding and power, because it is informed by the divine 

wisdom. Consequently, the natural community itself is "under.the 

'd f f "d 19 gUl ance 0 a per ect unerrlng W1S om." 

THE NATURAL COMMUNITY AND THE DIVINE WISDOM 

The concept of the divine wisdom occupies a central place 

in Ralph Cudworth's thought. It is likely that Edwards was fam-

'l' , h h' F ' 20 l lar Wlt lS use 0_ It. For Cudworth, the divine wisdom is 

"the very law and rule of what is simply the best in everything" 

and nature, its "livin'j stamp and signature. ,,21 For Edwards, the 

divine wisdom which determines the divine will is "supreme, per

fect, underived, self-sufficient and independent.,,22 It repre-

sents the rational love of God. 

The divine wisdom is rational in its design and execution. 

It is the antithesis of chaos, confusion and chance. ~le divine 

wisdom must be most rational because it is that which is most wise. 

And that which is most wise is that which in aIl things determines 

the divine will. Were it otherwise the divine will would be 

subject to sorne degree of undesigning contin
gence and so in the same degree liable to 
evil. Ta suppose the divine will liable to 
be carried hither and thither at random by 
the uncertain wind of blind contin<jence, which 
is guided by no wisdom, no motive, no intel
ligent dictate whatsoever ... would certainly 
argue a great degree of imperfection and 23 
meanness, infinitely unworthy of the deity. 
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The divine glory requires that the divine wisdom he ration

al. The divine glory is shown forth in the natural order. And 

the natural order is characterized hy the "constancy and regular

ity" of its laws and methods. 24 Hence when it glorifies God it 

acts rationally. This is what God requires of aIl his creatures. 

God does not require submission to his will "contrary to reason.,,25 

What is required of the whole created order is consent to things 

as they are in themselves, that is, consent to the divine consti

tution. 26 And the divine constitution or truth is rational, 

since the divine constitution, the manifestation of the divine 

wisdom, is the definition of reason and truth. The appropriate 

response to this reason and truth therefore must also be rational 

and truthful. For without reason and truth the Creator cannot 

be glorif ied. 

The divine wisdom also represents the love of God for his 

creation in general and man in particular. AlI things are so or

dered that the happiness of the creature can be attained. The 

very order of the natural commlnity insures that it can be used 

by man for his benefit. And ln its orderly functioning the natur

al community achieves fulfillment of purpose and therefore happi

ness. The ordering of aIl things by the divine wisdom demonstrates 

again the fact that the Creator does not seek to be the enemy of 

his creation. 

consequently, the Creator.who has power "to enable him to 

execute the determinations of wisdomll27 does not leave that which 
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he loves to the power of chaos. Because the power of his creativ-

ity is greater than the destructive power of chaos. he is able 

tocontinually execute that which the divine wisdom decrees tO,be 

the way of life in the created order. Consequently, the natural 

community is not left to its own abilities to sustain its life 

nor are its constituent elements "left to themselves to fall into 

confusion." Rather it is established in such a way that it can 

live under "the direction of his (the Creatorls) wise providen

,,28 
ce. 

By virtue of the decree of the divine wisdom each element 

in the natural community is equipped to make the fitting response 

to the divine initiative which maintains aIl things in being. 

By means of this response the natural community lives. And life 

represents union with God. Consequently, by establishing aIl 

things in such a way that they can unite themselves with the sour-

ce of life, the divine wisdom represents the love of God for his 

creation. For God seeks the union of aIl things with himself. 

And God is love and love seeks the union of that which has been 

separated. 

THE NATURAL COMMUNITY AND THE UNITY OF THE GODHE,AD 

In speaking of the divine will, the divine sovereignty 

and the divine wisdom, Edwards did not mean to imply any division 

within the Godhead. From first to last, he affirms its unity. 

We know it is a unit y first from the way the world is both cre-
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ated and governed. For it conforms in aIl its parts to one pur

pose. "Tis but one design that orders the world.,,29 Only one 

will and purpose could design aIl parts of the created order in 

such a way that they operate distinctively and individually yet 

in interdependent harmony. We also know the Godhead is a unit y 

because God is infinite and incorporates in himself aIl being. 

"Gad is in no respect limited.and therefore can in no respect be 

added to.,,30 Therefore he can be but one. That the Godhead is 

but one God is also manifest in the invariability and similarity 

of the laws of nature, which have remained constant since the 

b .. f h . 31 
eg~nnln9' 0 t e creat~on. Wisdom, will and sovereignty are 

therefore attributes of one God, who has designed aIl things to 

manifest his glory and who has subjected aIl things to himself. 32 

How then do these attributes relate to each other? 

The wisdam of God, says Edwards, is the Son of God, Jesus 

Christ. "The sonls honor is that he is (the) perfect and divine 

. d . l 33 w~s om ~tse f." The honour of the Father consists in the fact 

that it is from him that the divine wisdom proceeds. 34 From the 

divine wisdom proceeds the divine will. The divine will is thus 

subject to the divine wisdom and obedient to it. The divine will 

is the Holy Spirit. "There is understanding and will in the Son, 

as he is understanding (wisdom) and as the Holy Ghost is in him 

and proceeds from him. ~1ere is understanding and will in the 

Holy Ghost as he is the divine will and as the Son is in him. ,,35 

Because each element in the Godhead has both understanding 
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and will, 36 each can be termed a persan. For "a persan is that 

which has understanding and will. ,,37 And each of these persans 

is equal in every way "in the society or Family of the three.,,38 

And their equality consists in the fact "that they are aIl Gad. ,,39 

The divine will, the divine wisdom and the divine sovereignty 

are of the same essence. 40 And "there is such a wonderful union 

between them that they are ... one in another.,,4l 

The divine wisdom is the abject of the love of Gad and 

this love is consented to and returned. ~1eir love is mutual. 42 

"God loves the understanding and that understanding also flows 

out in love sa that the divine understanding is in the deity sub

sisting in love. It is not a blind love. ,,43 

The mutual love of the divine sovereign and the divine 

wisdom is communicated to the created order by the divine will 

or energy, who also partakes of this love. "An infinitely holy 

and sacred energy arises between the Father and Son in mutually 

loving and delighting in each other. This is the eternal 

and most perfect and essential act of the divine nature. ,,44 And 

that which "expresses the divine nature as subsisting in pure 

act and Perfect Energy and as .flowing out and breathing forth in 

infinitely sweet and vigorous affection" is the Holy Spirit. 45 

1 S .. 
. h .. 46 

The Ho y plrlt lS lOt e Delty ln act." 

The Holy Spirit represents the sovereign will of the Cre-

ator. Therefore the Eoly Spirit represents the power of the Cre-

ator whereby he brings to pass what he wills. "Gad 1 s power or 
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ability to bring things to pass .•. is not really distinct from 
his understanding and will. ,,47 And because the Holy Spirit which 
proceeds from the Father and the Son partakes of the bond of love 

48 which unites the two, and is the means whereby this love is 
cOllununicated to the creation, it can be said that the will of God, 
the Holy Spirit, is love. Consequently, just as the Son of God 

49 can be spoken of as the personal wisdom of God, or "the deity 
generated by God's understanding, ,,50 so the Holy Spirit "may with 

equal foundation and propriety be called "the personal Love of 

d 51 h d' . l . d h d f h Go ," or Olt e lVlne essence f oWln'j" out an Breat e ort 
in God's Infinite love to and delight in himself.,,52 

The Holy Spirit is love and love is active. Consequently, 
love represents the active will of God. "God's will ... is not 
really distinguished from his love.,,53 And the power of God which 
is also the Spirit of God is the active exercise of this love. 
~1US the Holy Spirit effects the sovereign will of God which 

is the will to love. The power of the spirit is supreme. Con-
sequently, the spirit which once "moved upon the face of the 

waters or of the Chaos to bring it out of its Confusion into har-
54 mony and beauty" continues to so act that community is maintain-

ed in the created order. The fact that this occurs in the natural 
world demonstrates again that God does not will to be the enemy 
of his creation. It also assures that in spite of the chaos and 
confusion in that world, aIl things will ultimately be brought 

to a good issue, "when truth and righteousness shall finally pre-
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'1 d h h ' ht l't' h Il t k h k' d 55 val an e w ose rlg lS s a a ete lng am." 

The will of God is the love of Gad. And this is not a 

blind love, because it is directed by divine wisdom. 56 The cre-

ated arder is an exercise of this divine wisdom or an exercise 

of the divine 10ve.
57 

"But Christ is divine wisdom, so that the 

world is made to gratify Divine Love as exercised by Christ or 

ta 'jratify the Love that is in Christ 1 s Heart. ,,58 The natural 

world is an expression of the love of the Father or of "the Deity 

subsisting in the Prime, unoriginated and most absolute manner 

or the deity in its direct existence,,59 for the Son. It was for 

the Son that the world was made. 60 And this love is in turn re-

ciprocated in such a way that the created arder is taken ultimate

ly seriously. 

For this reason the divine wisdom orders aIl things sa 

that the purpose of the created arder, the glorification of the 

Creator, will be effected. And the will of Gad or the power of 

Gad, conforming to or directed by the divine wisdom effects aIl 

things, maintains aIl things in existence, and directs aIl things 

ta this end. And this end will not be frustrated. God will be 

glor if ied because this is what he wHls. And he wills this be-

cause he loves. 61 And he loves himself supremely. 

The natural community reflects the community that exists 

in the Godhead and is characterized by it. But the Godhead re-

mains a mystery. "1 am far from pretending to explaining the 

Trinit y, sa as ta render it no longer a mystery. ,,62 And because 
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that which constitutes it is characterized by mystery, the natural 

community, again, has itself a mysterious quality which no amount 

of investigation can make rationally comprehensible. The more 

one knows about the divine constitution, the more mysterious it 

becomes. 

He that looks on a plant or the parts of the 
bodies of animaIs or any other works of 
nature at a great distance ... may see some
thing in it wonderful and beyond his Com
prehension, but he that is near to it. . . 
understands more about them. Yet the numJer 
of things that are wonderful and mysterious 
in them that appear to him are much more 
than before. And if he views them with 
a microscope, the nuffiber of the wonders 
that he sees will be much increased still, 
but yet the microscope gives him more of a 
true knowled';je concerning them. 63 

The more knowledge of the natural world is increased, the 

greater becomes its mystery, "which we never can fully find out. 11
64 

65 
Were it otherwise, God would not be God.. And the deeper.the 

mystery, the more is the glory of the Creator revealed. For it 

is in that mystery which the Godhead represents that the Creator 

is glorified. 

God is glorified within Himself these two 
ways: 1) By appearing or being manifest 
to Himself ... in His Son who is the 
brightness of His glory. 2) By flowing 
forth in infinite love and deli~ht towards 
Himself, or in his Holy Spirit. ~ 

It is the dut Y of the creature to glorify the Creator by 

making the appropr iate response to this wisdom and will. In this 
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the creature participates in the Creator's essential glory. 

That is, he participates in that process whereby he glorifies 

67 himself. And to do this is to love the Creator supremely. 

SUMMARY 

We now summarize our response to the questions raised 

at the beginning of Chapter five. 

THE CHA..~AC'l'ERISTICS OF THE NATURAL COMMUNITY 

Edwards sees the natural community as an organic existen-

ce in which each element is dependent for its subsistence and 

happiness on other elements. Just as man needs nourishment to 

survive, so the natural co~nunity needs nourishment, such as 

rain, falling leaves or rotting plants, and "nitrous parts by 

the snow and frost or by other means gradually drawn in from the 

h h . . d . h 68 atmosp ere t at lt lS encompasse Wlt ." Even the sun which 

"nourishes the whole planetary system, is nourished by comets.,,69 

In the natural community, one species and form of life is de-

pendent for its existence upon the extent of its interdependence 

and union with other species. Isolation in the natural community 

is death. Consequently it cannot be said that any element of the 

natural world is useless. Even when its usefulness is not readi-

. l' .' .. , 11 1 70 ly apparent, lt pays ltS part ln sustalnlng tne w 0 e. And 
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in its giving and receiving each element glorifies the Creator 

and thereby fulfills its purpose. Therefore the importance of an 

existence is not determined by its size but by its fitness to'be 

used for a specifie purpose or its election. For example one 

seed of a plant or animal is used to produce a futurè plant or an-

imal while many other similar seeds are lost "in divine providen-

ce." And these seeds are just as great a work of Godls as are 

71 the planets. 

The community as a whole is dependent for its life and 

happiness on its relationship with its Creator. He is the means 

whereby it relates to or communicates with itself. He infuses' 

this community with his creative being. without this primary 

relationship it would be impossible for the natural conununity to 

consent to its duty. 

The natural community is characterized by the diversity 

of its memJers. It is not an undifferentiated unity. And, with

out diversity of form and function there could be no consent. 

One alone without reference to any more can
not be excellent; for, in such a case, there 
can be no manner of relation no way, and 
therefore no such thing as consent. Indeed, 
what we calI lone l may be excellent because 
of a consent of parts, or som2 consent of 
those in that being that are distinguished 
into a plurality sorne way or other. But 
in a being that is absolutely without any 
plurality there cannot be excellency, for 
there can 91 no such thing as consent or 
agreement. 

, , 
J 
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The natural community is also characterized by the in-

tegrity of each of its members. The integrity of each element 

consists in its self-acceptance or union with itself. And because 

it is united with itself it has the potential for union with or 

consent to the whole. Each element has the capacity to be united 

with itself because each element is involved in the divine cons-

titution. And the divine constitution or Being in general is 

God. And God is united with himself. God, that is, loves him-

self and gives this same capacity to the created order. 

God himself is in effect, being in generali 
and without aIl doubt it is in itself 
necessary, that God should agree with him
self, be united with himself, or love 
himself: and ... he gives the same 
temper to his creatures. 73 

Consequently, self-love, when based on consent to Being in 

general, "implies agreement and union with every particular being, 

except in such cases wherein union with them is by sorne means 

inconsistent with union to general existence. 1I74 without this 

integrity there again would be no consent by the elements of 

the natural community. Without this self-regard each element 

would be divided within itself and therefore estranged from the 

whole community. This would result in disunion, destruction and 

. l . h h h . 75 dlS ocatlon t roug out t e communlty. 

The natural community is characterized by unit y, truth 

and goodness. Its unit y is both internaI and external. It con-

sists in each being's consistency with itself and with those 
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1 h · h . 76 . e ements to w ~c ~t stands related. Its truth cons~sts in 

its establishment by the will of God who establishes truth. Its 

goodness consists in its conformity to this will. 

THE MORALITY OF THE NATURAL COMMUNITY 

The natural community is a moral community because it 

contains within it the quality of mind. This means it has the 

capacity for conversation, friendship and participation in Being. 

This in turn signifies that thenatural community has the capac

ity for love. Its very existence is an expression of the divine 

love. Its activity expresses this love in the created order. 

The expression of this love in the natural community does not 

have the potential for perfection that exists in the human commun-

ity because the former does not participate in Being to the ex-

tent the latter does. Yet this love is none the less real. For 

it is the same love of the one Creator which permeates aIl life. 

A CONCEPTION OF THE NATURAL WORLD 

The natural world for Edwards represents that community 

which acts in conformity with the divine will,which will is 

established by the divine wisdom. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

ISSUES 

INTRODUCTION 

We have investigated Edwards' understanding of the nat-

ural world. We shall now discuss nine issues which arise out of 

this investigation. 

1. The interpretation of the Fall 

2. The relationship between creation and redemption 

3. Secularization and man's responsibility for the 

natural order 

4. The interpretation of Natural Law 

5. The presence of estrangement in the natural order 

6. Technology and man's use of the natural order 

7. Man's relationship to his environment 

8. ~1e relationship between reason and revelation 

9. The relationship of the Holy Spirit to the natural 

order 

~1e first three of these issues arise out of Edwards' 

doctrine of creation (Chapter II). The fourth relates primarily 

to his doctrine of creation as weIl as to his understanding of 

man's activity in the created order(Chapter III) and his per-
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ception of morality in the natural cornnunity (d1apter VI). The 

fifth and sixth issues also arise out of Chapter III. The seventh 

issue also relates to this Chapter as weIl as to his conception 

of knowledge (Chapter IV) and to his understanding of the natural 

world as an integrated cornrnunity (Chapter V). The eighth issue 

also arises out of d1apter IV. The last issue arises out of Ed-

wards' understanding of the relationship of the Godhead to the 

created order (d1apter VII) . 

THE INTERPRETATION OF THE FALL 

Edwards understands the natural order to be, in one 

sense, perfecto For aIl created existence is dependent upon the 

Creator who "has the sum of aIl perfection. . He is likewise 

infinitely excellent and aIl excellence and beauty is derived from 

h · . h Il b' l ~m ~n t e same manner as a e~n9." Since he is "the Infinite, 

Universal and All-comprehending, Existence,,2 there is no existen-

ce which does not contain his beauty and perfection. Therefore, 

imperfection partakes of perfection. Its essence is of the nat-

ure of perfection. Consequently, the natural world is perfect 

in that its order and regularity represent the effect of a "su-

perior contrivance" which cannot be improved upon by the works 

of man. The perfection of the beauty of the natural world can 

3 be imitated only. 

Yet the natural order is also and inevitably imperfect, 
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since "as soon as ever we have descended one step below absolute 

perfection possibility ceases to be simple: it divides and be

cornes manifold. ,,4 Wholeness, the ideal for which the created' 

order strives, is unattainable within that order itself. Although 

it partakes of an existence which is of one piece and is charac-

terized by it, it is also characterized by disjunction, disunion, 

separation and division. It lacks that absolute unit y which is 

definitive of perfection. 5 For perfection is paradise. And when 

imperfection was introduced into the natural order, the place of 

paradise was changed from earth to Heaven IIS0 that nothing para

diseacal should be here any more. ,,6 Whatever remains in the nat-

ural order is but a shadow of paradise and whatever perfection 

found here now "will have sorne sting to spoil (it) .,,7 Edwards 

attributes this imperfection to the participation of the created 

order in the fall of man. 

Because of Adam's disobedience, he and his posterity 

were cursed and punished by death. 8 That is, Adam's posterity 

was cQndeIlU1ed to "a privation of good," a privation of the active 

9 creative power of God. The natural world is involved in this 

curse on man in that it is the means or vehicle through which the 

, h' 10 curse cornes and termlnates upon lm. Man is cursed with res-

pect to the natural worldll which itself is cursed and full of 

"thorns and thistles for man's sake.,,12 The natural cornrnunity 

does not function perfectly because man must sustain himself 

from it. Man is not to have at his disposaI that which is perfect 
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or that in which fulness has been rea"lized. 13 He must therefore 

suffer the results of these imperfections in his own life as a 

. t . h f h' . 14 
JUs pun~s ment or ~s s~n. 

The natural world is cursed because of man's guilt. The 

content of the curse is that it will be a source of sorrow and 

suffering to man. 15 The object of the curse, however, is not 

16 
the "1ifeless, senseless earth" but man. The curse or wrath 

of God is mediated to man via the natural community, to which 

he is inescapably related and with which he is inextricably bound 

up. 

The Fall is universal, involving aIl created or derived 

existence, material and spiritual. Even the angels are included 

for they also failed to consent to the purpose for which they 

were created. 17 The reason for their existence was to be the 

servants of Christ in his "great work of exalting and glorifying 

beloved mankind." To this relationship they were unwilling to 

consent and they became estranged from the ground of their being. 

"Hence we may infer that the occasion of their fall was God's 

revealing this to be their end and special service to them and 

their not complying with it that must bethe occasion of their 

fall. ,,18 

Edwards has difficulty in determining why the Fall should 

have occurred and as a consequence why sin should have become 

universal and why therefore the whole created order should be 

subject "to that death and final destruction, which is the proper 
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. 19 wages 0 Sln." Yet, whatever the cause, the result is obvious. 

Before the Fall, Adam "was in happy circumstances, surrounded 

with testimonies and fruits of God's favor.,,20 After the Fall 

these "fruits of God's favor", that is, the "superior" or "super-

natural" principles through which the union of God and man was 

maintained, were withdrawn. Consequently, "the inferior prin-

ciples of self-love and natural appetite, which were given only 

b .. .. 1 21 to serve ..• ecame relgnlng prlnclp es." Cast adrift from 

the relationship which sustained him, man became helpless to 

control these inferior principles. They in turn "having no 

superior principles to regulate or control them, . . .became 

absolute masters of the heart. 1I22 The result of this was "a 

turning of aIl things upside down and the succession of astate 

of the most odious and dreadful confusion.,,23 

This has been and always will be the universal human sit-

uation. For "through a law of nature established by the Creator" 

Adam and his posterity are united as and "constitute but one 

24 moral person. 1I Consequently,all mankind participates in the 

original disruption of the life-giving relationship or in the 

dissent from being. For aIl together participate and concur as 

"one (moral) whole, in the disposition and action of the head.,,25 

. . h .. . d 26 And where there lS consent to Sln, t ere Sln lS cornrnltte. Man 

and Adam then, have always coexisted. Rence God treats aIl men 

as one because aIl have sinned in Adam. "And therefore, as God 

withdrew spiritual communion and his vital gracious influence 
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from the common head, so he withholds·the sarne frorn aIl the rnem

bers, as they come into existence. ,,27 

And this "odious and dreadful confusion ll is also to be 

found in nature, because màn and nature participate in each other. 

Nature was created for the sake of man and it is because of hirn 

that it is subject to futility. whether this curse occurred 

before or after the Fall, and Edwards maintains it occurred 

28 after , the fact is it did occur and as a result the whole of 

the created order now suffers. 29 

However, although Edwards acknowledged the imperfection 

of the divine manifestation in the natural world, he was primarily 

concerned with its unit y and beauty and the fact that it manifests 

the love of the Creator for his creation. 

The supreme reality of existence, the love of God, so 

colored aIl he saw andexperienced that it cast out or at least 

limited the impact of aIl lesser realities including evil. Evil 

is that which separates, breaks down, and isolates. Virtue or 

love is that which "builds up", which strives for the reunion of 

that which has become separated. It was this state Edwards saw 

prefigured in the beauty of the natural world. Its beauty, in 

turn, points to the actualization of the purpose of God; the 

everlasting union of aIl things in Christ to whorn "the whole 

, , 'b" 30 unlverse lS put ln su ]ectlon." God's purpose for his creation 

is a reunion with Being in such a way that separation and dis-

integration can never again occur. 
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Consequently, Edwards emphasi~ed that it was not God's 

wrath but his love which would be his final word to his creation. 

Because God loves it as he does, he will not leave it in astate 

of "continuaI labor." For this labor is simply a preparatory 

phase, leading to the final "great event and issue of things" 

which will be in conformity with his sovereign will. 

Does God make the world restless, to move 
and revolve in aIl its parts, and make no 
progress? To labour with motions so mighty 
and vast onlY1 

.. that things may be as they 
were before?3 

For the present, God chooses to subject nature to an in-

herent dissent or evil, rather than "disturb and interrupt the 

course of nature according to its stated laws.,,32 Yet because 

God is active in his created order it remains dynamic, "constant-

ly acting and exercising itself" against this subjection, and 

reaching forth toward "that glorious liberty that God has appoint-

d 
,,33 e . 

At that time, the bondage to which the created order is 

now subject,will be fully lifted. rhis is guaranteed by the 

fact that it was partially delivered from it" when Christ carne, 

and when the gospel was promulgated in the world.,,34 The final 

event will not materialize until vast changes have occurred in 

the created order, greater and more violent than any that have 

occurred to date. By these changes it will be known that the end 

, h d 35 ~s at an . And when this occurs, the whole created order, 

, d" 'Il' " 36 an~mate an ~nan~mate, w~ reJo~ce. The earth will be "glad", 
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the mountains will "sing", the hills will be "joyful" , the trees 

will "clap their hands", the lower parts of the earth will "shout" 

and the sea will "roar". 37 

This conclusion stands in contra st with one aspect of Ed

wards'thought which has not been previously stressed. This is 

his often repeated statement that the natural world lOis to come 

to an endi it is to be dissolved. Il "rt shall vanish totally, 

38 and absolutely be as though it had not been." These two thoughts 

cannot be reconciled in Edwardsi they stand in tension. 39 Yet 

the major thrust of his thought is that aIl things will be made 

new or reunited in Christ. For love is the primary reality of 

existence and dlrist is its means of actualization, the one by 

whom the unit y destroyed by the Fall will be restored. 40 Bence, 

we interpret Edwards to mean that the imperfections of the natural 

world will be swept away when taken up in Christ but that the 

reality which is the natural world, Le. the glory of God, will 

be manifest for aIl to see and experience. What form this real-

ity will assume, however, cannot be knoWT1. And Edwards himself 

warns against useless speculation. 

We had better ... abstract no farther than we 
can conceive of the thing distinctly and ex
plain it clearlYi otherwise we shall be apt to 
run into error and confound our minds. 41 

Edwards l understanding of the Fall is thus at variance 

with sorne contemporary interpretations which view it, as Edwards 

does, relationally, but only one-dimensionally. That is, they 

hold that the Fall is symbolic of manls estrangement from his 
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Creator and of his dissent from the Creatorls purpose for his 

creation. In Edwards ' terms, the Fall is symbolic of manls 

dissent from dut y, his misuse of reason for his own purpose. Man 

thus misuses the natural world, subjecting it to his own purpos-

es without reference to the Creatorls will. The disorder in the 

natural world is therefore not the result of any inherent defect 

in the natural realm itself, not the result of any estrangement 

of the creation from the Creator, but solely the result of manls 

mistaken relationship with it. 

Man refuses to cooperate with the divine 
purpose and accordingly the whole cosmos 
is frustrated and disoriented. . . . 
The figures of the 'fall ' and the Igroan
ing ' of creation are to be seen as sym
bolic statements derived from manls broken 
relationship with nature. . • . The dis-
order is not in the cosmos as such but 42 
in manls mistaken relationship to the cosmos. 

In contrast to this position Edwards does not accept the 

proposition that the natural world is an innocent world. It 

is not "morally neutral" even though its inanimate constituent 

elements such as stones and trees "love nothing and hate nothing. 1I43 

The natural world is in sorne sense guilty because it is estranged 

from that to which it essentially belongs. 

This is another way of saying that the natural world 

cannot be "innocent" because it is characterized by morality. 

And the universality of sin is such that every existence that 

IIcomes to act in the world as a moral agent is, in a greater or 
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lesser degree, guiltyof sin. ,,44 To the extent that the natural 

world so acts, it too is "guilty of sin", whatever its cause. 

The mark of aIl created existence is finiteness, estrangement. 

and separation. 

An alternative to Edwards' understanding of the particip-

ation of the created order in the Fall is that of Paul Santmire. 

His thesis is that "Man definitely has fallen, but the whole of 

45 
nature has not." Although nature is cursed because of man's 

sin, it is not fallen. 46 In support of this thesis he maintains 

that: 

i) Man alone is given freedom to obey. 

ii) Man alone is created in the Image of God. 

iii) Only man can sin. 

iv) In the Biblical material sinful man is contrasted 

with nature. 

v) In the Biblical material the land vomits out 

its inhabitants when they have sinned. 

vi) Nature is blessed or cursed solely because of 

man's obedience or sin before God. 

vii) The curse is removed from nature when man is forgiven. 

viii) The natural world is subject to futility against 

its own will because of man' s s.in. 

ix) The Biblical notion of a new creation does not pre-

suppose a universal fall. 

x) The divine curse is an anthropological not a cosmo-
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logical theme. 47 

From our investigation of Edwards' thought we conclude 

that had he encountered Santmire's position, he would have ag-

reed with some of his propositions. He admits that man alone is 

created in the Image of God and that because of this he is to be 

contrasted with the rest of the created order. He suggests that 

the natural order, because it is inherently virtuous and has pre-

ponderant propensity to consent to "universal general existence", 

seeks to resist or "vomit out" those elements which oppose 

this tendency.48 He holds that the created order is subject to 

futility or corruption against its will. 49 He maintains that it 

is cursed because of man's sin with respect to the Creator. He 

also implies that with forgiveness or reconciliation between man 

and God the curse or wrath of God50 will be removed because the 

reunion of the Creator and his creature will be effected. For 

the wrath of God consists in his "withdrawing, as it was highly 

proper and necessary that he should, from rebel-man. 1I51 And since 

the whole of the created order is "summed up" in man52 and man is 

its consciousness or a means whereby it glorifies its Creator, 

therefore the reunion of man and his Creator implies the reunion 

'of the created order and its Creator. 

Edwards is ambivalent with respect to Santmire's assertion 

that only man can sin. On the one hand he wishes to maintain 

that man alone has the capacity to will to consent or dissent 
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0 53 

from e~ng. Yet, as we have seen, hè also invests the natural 

order with a morality and therefore with the possibility of both 

obedience and disobedience to the divine will. And if this is 

the case, the~it too has the possibility of sinning since sin is 

disobedience or lack of consent to the divine will. consequently, 

while Edwards does say that man is the only creature with the 

freedom to obey or disobey, and consequently, the only creature 

that can sin, he implies the possibility that this is not the 

case. 

Two of Santmirels propositions Edwards would have reject-

ed. He denies that the divine curse is solely an anthropological 

concerne And he denies by implication that it is possible to 

conceive of a new creation without presupposing a universal Fall. 

Edwards denies the former proposition first because he 

views man as part of the naturalorder. Therefore, anything 

that affects man must affect the natural order since aIL relation-

ship in the created order is interdependent. Second, the curse 

54 which.terminates on man is mediated to him "through the ground." 

The natural order conveys the curse to man and is therefore ne-

cessarily involved in it. In the third place, since aIL existence 

is relational, one cannot consider the fallen condition of the 

natural order apart from the relationship of perfect unit y from 

which it has fallen. Nor can one speak of the natural world a-

part from the nature of the Creator which is its essence and the 

divine activity which maintains it in existence. Similarly one 
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cannot consider the natural world apart from that power in it 

which opposes the divine activity. Just as the natural world re-

55 presents one dimension of "the created realm of God" so does 

it also represent one dimension of the destructive realm of Satan. 

t ' f h' "hl k' d 56 l lS one aspect 0 lS VlSl e lng om. One cannot consider 

the natural order apart from its propensity to consent to and 

dissent from being in general. Finally, one cannot consider the 

Fall in itself but must also consider the consequences which 

issue from it, viz. the estrangement of life with life. Conse-

quently one cannot consider the Fall apart from the enmity which 

exists between man and the natural world which is its consequen-

ce. 

Edwards also implies that the idea of a new creation pre-

supposes a universal Fall. For the natural order fell "when man 

57 sinned, and broke God's covenant." It was then cursed. 58 Con-

sequently, it was no longer perfectly united with its Creator. 

It is because this union is no longer "infinitely strict,,59 that 

aIl perfection now has a "sting" to it. When this was still the 

case, the natural order was a medium of the Creatorls blessing 

only. Now it is the medium both of his blessing and his wrath. 60 

Yet it is toward a restoration of that "infinitely strict union" 

of the Creator with his creation which once existed, that the 

latter is now moving. 

Santmire claims that the Biblical point of view is con-

trasted with this position. 
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To express the biblical presupposition meta
phorically: Adam and Eve and the whole of 
Paradise would have had a history and would 
have been transformed at the end of that 
history even if Adam had not sinned. Para
dise ... is the created beginning of a 
real history whose goal is something new, 
the final re-creation. Paradise, moreover, 
is created as a realm of mortalitY7 God 
alone is immortal. 62 

Edwards was aware of the validity of this point of view. 

Consequently, ·he admits that "in creating the world" the Creator 

sought "during the whole of its designed eternal duration (to 

bring it) in greater and greater nearness and strictness of un-

ion with himself, in his own glory and happiness, in constant 

, h h Il 't 1
63 progresslon, t roug a eternl y. 1 In stating this he admits 

that what the Creator created was good but not perfecto This pos-

ition he maintains in tension with that which is implied through-

64 out his thought: viz. that the divine nature is perfect and 

that what at least originally proceeded from him must have been 

65 likewise perfecto That is, the Creator would not have created 

the natural order if in so doing he would be only imperfectly 

glorified and if the creature were only imperfectly happy. Para-

dise was removed from the created order as a consequence of the 

Fall but it originally existed in it. 
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THE RELATIONSHIP BE'I'WEEN CREATION AND REDEMP'rION 

Because Edwards could not think "in terms of two spheres" 

(Bonhoeffer) he could not accept the separation of creation and 

redemption. "The work of redemption. . . is both the greatest 

k f 1 t , d th k f ' 66 wor 0 sa va lon an e greatest wor o. creatlon." Creation 

and redemption are inseparable because the Creator and Redeemer 

67 are one. Edwards sees the Creator present as Redeemer primari-

ly as the creative force which is active in the natural order to 

secure it from domination by that power which would prevent it 

68 from yieldin':f consent to the Creator. Redemption means a re-

lease from captivity to sin and its effects. 69 The natural world 

is, through the activity of the Redeemer, kept from the power 

both of the alien destructive force inherent in it (chaos) and 

the effects of man's sin to which it has fallen victim and for 

which it is cursed. 70 "The work of redemption (is) the sum of 

d l k f 'd 71 GO s wor s 0 provl ence." 

Joseph Sittler states that 

what the doctrine of the trinity affirms, and 
labors to protect against misunderstanding and 
diminishment, is that creation, redemption, and 
sanctification have their source in God, that 
this God is not identical with but is present 
in what he creates, is present in the redempt
ion of what he creates, and is present in 
aIl restoration, uniting and upholding of his 
redeemed creation. 72 

Edwards sought to work out "A History of The Work of Re-
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demption. . . in a Method Entirely New~ ,,73 And what he sought to 

affirm and laboured to protect "against misunderstanding and di-

minishment" by the new method was this original insight and af-

firmation. Sittler also states that in "a time that understands 

creation as continuous and understands anthropology as not ex

tractable from the story of man in an evolving world-process, one 

. . .cannot separate the doctrine of redemption from the doctrine 

f 
. 74 o creatlon. Il Two centuries ago, when such views were not cur-

rent, this was Edwards' position. 

~1at which links the fall of the whole created order and 

its restoration to union with its Creator, that is, that which 

links creation and redemption, is the incarnation. For the bond-

age which causes the natural world to suffer at present is man's 

wickedness, which perverts it, abuses it and causes it to be 

used for "far meaner purposes than those for which the author of 

. d d d d' 75 d' h' . J.ts nature ma e an a opte lt." An lt was t e lncarnatJ.on 

76 which began the process of liberation from this bondage. 

Edwards does not speculate on the manner in which the 

redemption of the creation will be fully realized. He is con-

tent to as sert that 1) God's will is sovereign and that he will 

effect judgment on sinful man, 2) the Holy Spirit or the divine 

presence inheres in the created order, 3) this order will come 

77 to an end "and absolutely be as though it had not been." In 

the light of these assertions we can say that the Creator uses 

the natural world as the medium of the communication of both his 
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wrath and his love. Ulerefore he uses it as the means by which 

he effects both universal judgment and universal redemption. 

When his purposes have been realized God will allow the 

created order to be destroyed IIby an arrest in the laws of nature 

everywhere in aIl parts of the visible universe." 78 And this, 

in order that he might directly exercise judgment and in order 

that the secrets of the world might be revealed. Indeed, the law 

of nature would have to be set aside for the sake of time if for 

no other reason for "if the law.of nature were not in nurnberless 

ways to be departed from in these things, the day of judgment would 

79 take up more time by far, than the world has stood." And in 

their arbitrary exertion, the execution of judgment and the power 

f d 'Il bd' '1 'f 80 o Go w~ e "extraor ~nar~ y man~ est." Since aIl existence 

is interrela.ted, the life of man and the life of the natural 

world are interdependent. Consequently the destruction of the 

one necessitates the destruction of the other.
81 

The destruction 

of the natural world implies the dissolution of the power of dis-

sent within it. Similarly, the universal destruction of "the end 

of this lower world ll implies the universal non-existence of the 

irrational power of dissent which is in man. Since IIGod turns 

everything he (the devil) does to the greater and more illustrious 

advancement of his own :nonour,1I 82 the Creator can use the occas-

ion of man's rebellion against his will and his subsequent des-

truction of the natural community to effect the "new creation Il, 

which "consists in restoring the moral world" by his son who is 
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the Redeemer. 83 The Creator and Redeemer are one. For "the 

work of redemption ... is accomplished by the Son of God. ,,84 

And "Christ built the house; he built aIl things, especially 

in this new creation; and therefore, is GOd.,,85 God in reality 

uses Satan to cast Satan "out of the whole world.,,86 

Nature and History in Edwards' ~1ought. 

The view that redemption is cosmic in scope87 implies 

that nature participates in the historical process. Edwards' 

understanding of the historical process is two-fold. First, he 

understands it as taking place in an interim, the period between 

the fall of the created order and the establishment of the king-

dom of God. For it was "from the very first fall of mankind" 

tha';: aIl things were being prepared for the incarnation. 88 And 

the incarnation is that point in the historical process at which 

89 the effects of the Fall were in principle overcome. It is 

for this reason that "the creation of the world was a very great 

h · b th" f" 90 t l.ng, ut not so grea as t e l.ncarnatl.on O· Cnr l.st. " Yet 

the power of "Satan's visible kingdom on earth" remains.
91 

Con-

sequently, the natural order remains in bondage to it. The power 

of the Spirit of God causes aIl things to move toward the estab

lishment of Christ's Kingdom. 92 And "so far as the kingdom of 

Christ is set up in the world, so far is the world brought to 

its end, and the eternal state of .things set up. ,,93 

The fact that the historical process takes place in an 
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interim implies that it has an end. This end has two connotat-

ions, finis and telos. As finis, the end is that point where the 

"lower world" no longer exists. "The na tural world, which is in 

94 

such continuaI labour .•. will doubtless come to an end." "It 

Iv 95 
is to be dissoried." As telos, the end is the fulfillment of 

the purpose and goal for which the natural order exists, the glo-

rification of the Creator and the establishment of Christ's King-

dom. This is the point at which "all the great changes and revo-

lutions in the world (are) brought to their everlasting issue 

and aIl things come to their ultimate period.,,96 This means 

that the natural world, as part of the created order, continuously 

moves, both toward its fulfillment and dissolution, both toward 

the perfect expression of its essentiai character (love) and to-

h ( . f ') 97 Tl t h ht . 

ward deat separat~on rom Be~ng . lese wo t oug s rema~n 

unreconciled for Edwards because of his belief that such a re-

conciliation is an impossibility within the historical process. 

Again, this reflects the mystery of the created order Wl1ich cannot 

be penetrated by human reason. The meaning of the natural world 

is set in the context of its mystery. It is the mystery of the 

created order which gives an ultimate dimension to its meaning 

and thus prevents it from being reduced simply to rational intel-

ligibility. 

The mystery of the created order has positive and negative 

aspects. Life and death, creation and destruction, consent and 

dissent are equally mysterious and not a~enable to rational 

l 
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analysis. We do not know when the force of death became operat-

ive within the natural order. "I am far from pretending to de-

98 termine the time when the reign of Antichrist began. Il But we 

do know that at some point IISatan's visible kingdom on earth 

99 shall be utterly overthrown." 

Yet,while the natural order is characterized by mystery, 

rational intelligibility is not absent from it. It is an essent-

ial element of that mystery to which it points. For its percept-

ion in the created order signifies that purpose and not chance, 

creation and not chaos is dominant. This order is a participant 

in the process of history which is a series of events connected 

"like the links of a chain; the first link is from God, and the 

l ' h' 100 ast lS to lm." It is reason's task to determine how and 

where these links are connected. 

AlI the events of history form a unit y because the Cre-

ator is one and his purpose is one. 

AlI revolutions from the beginning of the 
world to the end of it are but various 
parts of the same scheme, aIl conspiring 
to bring to pass that great event which 
the great Creator and G~~Irnor of the world 
has ultimately in view. 

This event is the telos of the created order; the establishment 

of Christ's kingdom. 

~ne end of God's creating the world was to 
prepare a kingdom for his Son (for he is 
appointed heir of the worl,d) which' should 
remain to aIl eternity.l02 

l 
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The events of history represent God's work of providence. 

And "God's work of providence, like that of creation, is but one. 

The events of providence are not so many distinct, independent 

worksj but rather so many different parts of one work, one reg-

103 ular scheme." God's work of providence, his creating and 

maintaining his creation in being, is like a river with many trib-

utaries, which "are apt to appear like mere confusion to us, be-

cause of our limited sight whereby we cannot see the whole at 

once." Yet "after their very diverse and apparent contrary cour-

ses, they aIl collect together, the nearer they come to their 

common end, and at length discharge themselves at one mou th into 
104 . .. 105 

the same ocean." And ''Ilot one of the streams fall." No 

event of history or no work of creation is without significance 

because by it the Creator reveals himself and it contributes in 

sorne way to the one great design. It does not fail in this pur-

pose. And "aIl God's works of providence through aIl ages, meet 

106 
at last, as so many lines meeting in one centre." This cen-

107 ter is Christ by whom aIl things are created and who reigns 

"in uncontrolled power and immense glory." 108 

Because the natural order is involved in the historical 

process, it will be involved in this last great event which pre-

sages the "glorious issue of things." For the natural world 

is at present "constantly groaning and travailing in pain to 

bring forth the felicity and glory of it" (Le. the "glorious 
. 109 

issue of things"). And "the last struggles and changes that 
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shall irnmediately precede this event (will be) the greatest of 

Il ( d) h 
' l 110 

a ..• an t e most v~o ent." These are the "travail pangs 

of the creation" which will be necessary "in order to bring forth 

h ' l ' III h' h l 'Il b h ' 1 
t ~s g or~ous event." T ~s up eava w~ ete most v~o ent 

because it is only at this point that the inherent power of dis-

sent in the created order, which is present simultaneously with 

the power of love and which works against the latter's manifes-

tation, will itself become fully manifeste For it is only at 

this point that "the powers of hell will be mightily alarmed ", 

and "the powers of the kingdom of darkness will rise up and 

112 
mightily exert themselves." This will be "the last and great-

est effort of Satan to save his kingdom from being overthrown" 

113 
and to regain the world for his power. And this effort will 

be met by "a most glorious display of divine power." 1
14 

Thus,the first result of the coming of the Kingdom of 

Christ will be its most explicit denial and the most widespread 

destruction. The second result will be that the parasiticand 

negative force inherent in the natural order, and which is so po

sitive in effect, will be forced out fr~m it.
llS The third re-

suIt will be that the whole created order from which this force 

has been expelled "shall greatly rejoice", be glad and singe The 

, f l 'Il' , , t 116 
JOY 0 ove w~ re ~gn ~n ~ supreme. 
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SECULARIZATION AND MAN'S RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE NATURAL 

ORDER 

We have discovered that Edwards had a definite under-

standin'J of the nature of secular activity, derived from his 

doctrine of creation. An alternative to Edwards' conception of 

secular activity can be derived from an alternative view of cre-

ation. Su ch an alternative understanding of secular activity is 

proposed by Friedrich Gogarten. We shall examine his understand-

ing and compare it with that of Edwards in order to determine 

both the differences between them and their significancè for 

man's relationship to the natural world. 

Gogarten's understanding of secular activity has five 

elements: the acceptance of responsibility for the created order, 

requirement of faith, the freedom of man for the Creator and a 

correspondin'J freedom from the world, the separation of faith and 

works, and the for~swearing of any Christian "world view" in 

the application of reason to the discovery and maintenance of 

117 the created order. The first element (responsibility) is 

basic to the other four and involves three things: first, a 

responsibility exercised in faith, second, a responsibility exer-

cised in freedom and third, a responsibility exercised by reason. 

The decisive thing is that modern man is 
no longer responsible to the world 



( , 

-222-

~ ... , 

and its power as the classical man and, 
in a modified way, even the mediaeval 
man was. Instead, he has become the 
one who is responsible for his world. 
Faith, by the power of the freedom for 
God safeguarded by it and accessible in 
it, opens to man at one and the same 
time freedom for himself and independence 
toward the world. 118 

Because man is no longer responsible before the world and its 

law but rather for the world and its law, "the religious power 

f h Id d 't 1 ' d d 119 ote wor an l s aw lS en e ." 

Man has been released from servitude to the world in 

order that he might be free for the Creator. Failure to exercise 

this freedom and the responsibility that goes with it is sin. 120 

For it is to choose servitude to that which is finite rather than 

infinite, to that which is ultimately unreal. That is, servitude 

to a world which is regarded either mythically or whose unit y and 

121 wholeness is provided by the creature. 

Faithfulness to the Creator requires that the world be 

accepted as a divine gift and responsibility, to be investigated, 

controlled, protected, maintained and used. 122 The natural world 

is man's heritage. 123 Yet it has on1y "penultimate" status, it 

remains simply the world, its constitution is neither sacred nor 

d " 124 
lVlne. 

Freedom thus involves both freedom for God and consequent-

125 ly freedom from the world and its mastery. To be free for God 

means to take responsibility for the maintenance of the created 
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order. But the emancipation of reason means that man must make 

his own decisionsi he receives no instructions as to what he 

should do. Man is required to be obedient to the will of the' 

Creator. But what that will requires at a particular time man 

must decide for himself. 126 consequently, it is possible to ac-

cept the fact, with Paul, that at any given tirne aIl things are 

permitted. 

However minor the external occasion on which 
Paul spoke the phrase: 'aIl is permitted' 
it is nevertheless one of the most power-
fuI words ever spoken. Because this state
ment opens up a fully new relation of man to 
the world, the face of the world has been 
completely changed. With this word the basis 
is laid for the lordship over the world and 
its powers that the human spirit is later to 
achieve .127 

Acceptance of the fact that "aIl things are permitted" 

implies that man's responsibility for the world precludes any 

"Christian" approach to the cornrnon tasks of investigating the 

nature and structure of the created order and of maintaining it 

and using it for its intended purposes. Man's emancipation from 

servitude to the natural order has been achieved through the use 

of his reason, which is no longer necessarily determined by a 

Christian world view or "God hypothesis." (Bonhoeffer) Both the 

Christ.ian and non-Christian equally run the risk of error in the 

exercise of their reason. 

The implication of this is that faith and works are un-

related. Man stands before God as a mature son who exercises 



( 

-224-

his responsibility for the world to the best of his ability. To 

do this is to live an "authentic" existence, an existence lived 

in freedom for the Creator, in which faith encourages submission 

h . f . 128 to t e autonomous exerClse 0 reason. But the works which 

are the result of the exercise of this reason do not achieve 

eternal good or provide ultimate meaning. 129 There is no direct 

relationship between the work of the Creator and the response to 

this work by man as the Creatorls heir and son. 130 To attempt 

to integrate faith and worksi i.e. to make works a means of de-

monstrating a state of grace or of obedient faith, would be to 

deny the efficacy of saving grace in itself and reduce the status 

d h 1 . h' l l . 131 of GO as t e One W10 can ln lmse f effect manls sa vatlon. 

The works of creation and manls response to it and the work of 

salvation are distinct. Redemption is the work of God, not of 

h . 132 uman actlon. consequently human action and the created order 

without which man cannot act, have a this-worldly significance 

only. 

So long as faith and secularization remain 
what they are according to their nature, 
the relation between them cannot be one 
of contending with each other for the 
sphere belonging to them. If faith means 
keeping from secularization what is seized 
by it, faith ceases to be fàith. If secul
arization begins to claim for itself 
that which belongs to faith, secularization 
does not remain within secularity, but be
cornes secularism. The task faith has in 
regard to secularization, therefore, is 
to help it remain within secularity. But 
it can only fulfill this task when faith 
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remains faith. It remains faith when it 
is distinguishing unceasingly between 
faith and works, between the divine reality 
of salvation and the earthlj-worldly 
meaning of aIl human acts. 3 

There are similarities between this view of secular ac-

tivity and that of Edwards'. Both emphasize the necessity of 

faith, the exercise of reason, man's relative freedom from the 

rest of the created order, his responsibility for this order, 

and the fact that his relationship ta the Creator should be re

flected in his relationship with the natural world. 134 

The primary difference between the two perspectives is 

the understanding of creation presupposed in them. In the dual-

istic view, implied in Gogarten's understanding, the created 

arder is "desacralized", it is not sacred or divine. What is of 

God is of God, what is of the created order is simply of the cre-

ated order. The one can never be found in the other. This 

means that reality is dichotomized. There is no continuity bet-

ween the Creator and his creation. Consequently,there is no 

continuity between temporal and spiritual reality. Reality is 

not of one piece. 

From Edwards' position, this understanding poses certain 

questions. If reality is discontinuous, can the tension between 

faith and secularization, posited by Gogarten, be rnaintained? 

If the Creator is not perceived as inhering in the created order, 

is it possible not ta attribute to this arder a false indepen-
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dence? Is it possible to have an attitude of detachment with 

respect to it? And as that creature that is dominant within it, 

can man see himself as other than"the source of meaning for aIl 

b ' 135 
e~ng" ? And if he sees himself as the one "upon whom aIl 

being in its way of being and in its truth is based", 136 can his 

activity in the natural order be directed to anything other than 

his self- interest? 

To aIl these question(3 Edwards would answer, "No". Either 

the created order is perceived in continuity with its Creator or 

its reality is not perceived. And if it is not perceived it is 

not understood. And if this is not understood, nothing about the 

137 created order is really understood. And if man does not under-

stand the natural order correctly his activity in it will not 

be obedient activity. For only a perception of a spiritual real-

ity inhering in physical reality can yield an attitude of de-

tachment that sees a more inclusive reality in the discovery of 

l " 138 new rea ~t~es. Without this perception either the created 

order will be treated with indifference because man is the meas-

ure of its value, (self-love), or man will attribute to it ultim-

ate significance. 

Both attitudes are derived from a reason that is falsely 

autonomous. Edwards would deny that reason can be exercised 

autonomously if the actions that follow this exercise are to be 

obedient actions. For,reason that is not informed by a sense of 

139 
the heart, cannot reason correctly. TO reason about the nat-
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ural order only theoretically is to guarantee its misuse because 

, l t' h' t 't' t 'd 140 h' , man s proper re a ~ons ~p 0 ~ ~s no perce~ve . T ~s ~s not 

perceived because the Creator is not perceived. Therefore, where 

the Creator and his creation are not seen as one reality, the 

response to the one will be qualitatively different from the re-

sponse to the other. Either the one or the other will be taken 

with ultimate seriousness. In either case, the reality that is 

accorded priority is partial. 

It is a pre mise of the thought of both Gogarten and Ed-

wards that "there is no relation of man to God which does not, at 

the same time, involve a relation to the world, and vice versa. ,,141 

However Edwards would not accept, as Gogarten does, that "man as 

creature is related to his Creator in a way quite different from 

h ' l' th f ,142 ~s re at~on to e rest 0 creat~on." For him, man responds 

to the crèator or is related to the Creator in his response and 

relationship to the created order. This is because bath man and 

the order to which he is related participate in and are constituted 

by the divine constitution. For Gogarten, man can respond approp-

riately to the Creator only when he responds to the natural order 

as that which is derived from and dependent upon him, but also 

essentially separated from him. It is because it is so separated 

that man's activity in it has an "earthly-worldly meaning ll only. 

For Edwards it is because the Creator and his creation are per-

ceived as one reality that such activity can manifest evidence 

of a quality of heart and of the will to make obedience to the 
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C t th ' d Il ' fI' f 143 rea or e pr1mary an a -encompass1ng concern Ole. 

The danger inherent in the process of secularization has 

been described by Smith: 

Whenever men have assumed that the world is 
their natural possession and depend upon 
human effort for ultimate wholeness and pur
pose, or have opposed the development of ex
perimental science, belittled the 'penul
timate' in behalf of the 'ultimate', and felt 
their faith threatened by the discovery of 
new truth - there the process of seculariz
ation has been short-circuited by the absol
utizing of the relative on the one hand, 
or by the perversion of faith into ideology 
on the other. 144 

It was Edwards' abili ty to perceive aIl realities in the 

context of one Reality that enabled him to maintain both polari-

ties in tension in his thought and avoid either "the absolutizing 

of the relative" or "the perversion of faith." He would argue 

that unless reason and a sense of the heart, faith and works, 

and the reality of the Creator and that of his creation were seen 

as inseparable, secular activity would wreck itself on either the 

Scylla of self-love or the charybdis of false love. In the first 

instance man's relationship to the natural world is perverted 

h l Id ' , d 145 h d . because t e natura wor lS m1suse , In t e secon 1nstance 

man's relationship to the created order is perverted because it 

l, s absolut1' zed', 146 l b th 't' 't l 't n 0 cases man s ac 1V1 y oses 1 s 

faithfulness and obedience because the attitude of either respon-

sibility or detachment has been lost, For activity and the at-

, . . . , bl 147 d' . t1tude that mot1vates act1v1ty are 1nsepara e, An wnen fa1th 
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and obedience are lost, sa is true secularity. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF NATURAL LAW 

John Macquarrie states that "the expression 'natural law ' 

refers to a norm of responsible conduct, and suggests a kind of 

fundamental guideline or criterion that comes before aIl rules 

or particular formulations of law.,,148 Further, these "most 

general moral principles against which particular rules or codes 

b d ' bl f 'f l t' 149 
have to e measure "are l.ncapa e 0 prec l.se ormu a l.on. 

Consequently, the natural law is best characterized as an "or

dered movement" toward a goal. 150 This movement has "a constant 

tendency" and "an inbuilt directedness" which provides the cri-

'f l' Il '1 l 151 
terl.on or eva uatlng a partl.cu ar aws. 

This movement is also operative only in man. It is qua-

litatively different from movement in any other part of the nat-

. 152 
·ural order. This difference distinguishes the law of nature 

from natural law in an ethical sense. Both types of law are 

characterized by movement. However "the first kind of movement 

is unconscious evolutioni the second has become a conscious 

1 " 153 
mora str l.V l.ng. " 

Edwards would accept Macquarrie's statement that the nat-

ural law can be characterized as an ordered irreversible move-

ment toward a goal. . Such a movement represents the law of God 1 s 

nature which is love and the will of God which is sovereign. 

However, his understanding of the natural law is distinguished 
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the consununation of aIl things in the Kingdom of Christ. 154 Hence, 

it is this kingdom or goal, and not the movement in this direction, 

that represents the norm by which the value or significance of aIl 

activity is to be measured. Secondly, Edwards maintains that 

this movement applies to the whole created order. AlI things 

1 f t
, 155 are to .Jecome part 0 a new crea lon. Edwards cannot distin-

guish, in terms of morality, the movement in that part of the 

created order which is non-human from the movement in tnat part 

which is, because he cannot say that which is non-human is there-

fore non-moral. 

Consequently, Edwards differentiates this movement not 

in terms of morality but in terms of particularity. AlI created 

existence is subject to the laws of nature. 156 These laws are 

d h d f d ' ,157, d ff t h' "the state met 0 s a Go s actlng" ln or er to e ec lS 

will. Mlere the created arder participates least in being, 

there these laws are most undifferentiated. As participation in 

Being increases, these laws become increasingly particularized 

and subject to the arbitrary influence of the Creator. 

If we ascend from the most imperfect to the 
most perfect kind of plants, we shall come 
to more particular laws still i and if from 
thence we rise to the most perfect of them, 
we shall find particular laws or instincts 
yet nearer akin to an arbitrary influence. 158 

consequently, again, it is not the. laws that are normative but 
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the criterion by which they are a1tered. The natura1 1aw is sub-

ject to the arbitrary 1aw of God' s "r ighteous sovereignty. Il 

In presenting the natura1 1aw in this way Edwards makes 

a two-fo1d contribution to man's understanding of the natura1 

wor1d. In the first instance, he al10ws for both "the fallen~ss 

of the created order and its inherent goodness to be taken serious-

ly. The created order does not always act according to those 

1aws which regu1ate it. Yet these laws are good 159 and the 

primary tendency of the created order is to act in conformity 

160 " h . . l . h t' d b h l 
to them. T lS lmp les t a sln an grace are ot a ways 

present in the created order. Man alone is made in the image of 

GOd. 16l Therefore, it is in him that grace and sin are most 

present. Yet they are present also in aIl other created elements, 

for these are taken up or incorporated in man their head. 162 

Therefore, the whole created order is characterized by morality. 

This moral character is reflected in the natural law which consti-

tutes the created order and which is subject to the sovereign 

will Of its Creator. 

The second contribution Edwards makes in his interpre-

tation of the natural law is the manner in which he a1lows it 

ta be the link between religion and morality. ~îe natural law 

is founded in "the way things are" because it has been established 

by the Creator. Secular morality, too, may affirm the natural law 

as being founded in "the way things are Il • The natural law, as 

Edwards understands it, need not be given a religious interpre-
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tation because his conception of natur.al law is not incompatible 

with secular morality. 

This he himself recognized. There are, he suggests, 

natural principles and affections common to all men such as 

pit y, gratitude, natural affection and so forth. l63 These prin-

ciples have been implanted by the Creator "chiefly for the pre

servation of mankind, though not exclusive of their weIl being. ,,164 

These are operative whether their source be acknowled'jed or not. 

Because they are operative the created order is secured. 

To the extent that every element in the created order 

obeys the laws or principles which govern its life, it consents 

to the Creator 1 s will. This does not mean such consent indicates 

the presence of true virtue. To followa natural instinct does 

not necessarily imply benevolence to Being in general. Yet these 

natural instincts "have the appearance of benev01ence and so in 

, l' 165 sorne respects resem.J e vJ.rtue." They rese~J1e virtue because 

their tendency is to prornote the objectives which true virtue 

166 seeks. 'l'11erefore they are the pain t of co-operation between 

the theist and non-theist ~10 seek justice/peace and harmony in 

the created arder. 

'l'here is a natural beauty in the created order arising 

from "the orc1er and harmony every wherc observec1 amo11-:J the 1aws 

lG7 of nature." '1'11cre is "a genera l moral scnse common to all 

. d 168 l' 1 b f d t tl E mankJ.n" W.lJ.C 1 prompts mtln to e "con -ormc:! -0 le ni:lture 0 

1 
. 169 

t 1J.ngs." 'r'i1e peace of the natura1 order depends upon the ex-

l 
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tent to which he is so conformed. For it is in "the nature of 

h . th h l Id' h' . 170 
t lngs" at man treat t e natura wor Wlt ]UstlCe. with-

out justice there cannot be co~nunity. The more man's consent to 

"the nature of things" is virtuous, the more is justice likely to 

occur. For this means the "private system" which is the context 

within which one seeks justice and perce ives beauty, is becoming 

more inclusive. And the closer one's perception of beauty cornes 

to "comprehending aIl existence to which we stand re1ated,,171 

the closer one comes to perceiving the necessity for justice in 

the whole created order. It is in the struggle to continually 

enlarge their area of perception and to seek justice for aIl exis-

tence that Edwards' understandintJ oE natural law is helpful both 

for the theist and the non-theist. In this struggle the primary 

reality of the created order, love, is reflected. For as G. 

Ernest Wright has pointed out,the love of God cannot be separated 

from his justice. 172 rl:üs means that the intent of justice and 

the intent of love cannot be separated. 

Christ represents the love of GOd. 173 ~1erefore the 

decision for or against justice is a decision for or against 

Christ. But as Tillich has pointed out, 

The decision for or against the Christ is made 
by people who do not even know his narne. 
What is decisive is only whether they act 
for or against the law of love, for which the 

Christ stands. Acting according to it means being 

received in the unit y of fulfillments. Acting 
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against it means being excluded from ful
fïUment and being cast into the despair of 
non-being. 174 

consequently, the theist, who acts in conformity with 

the law of love, which for Edwards is the natural law, may in 
good conscience co-operate with the non-theist who perce ives him-
self to be acting solely in conformity with the nature of things, 
but whose objectives and intent are those which true virtue de-

mands. 

THE PRESENCE OF ESTRANGEME.N'r IN THE NATURAL ORDER 

Charles Birch175 states that there is a "formless yawn-

ing" in modern life which has four aspects: 

1. "Our inner chaos: the inability to live 

in harmony with oneself." 

2. "Our social chaos: the lack of relatedness 

to others." 

3. "Our environmental chaos: ... Man has become 

the chief earth pest." 

4. $\.ei. "Our metaphy::l:oS4eal chaos: the sense of separation 

from the 'whole scheme of things' because we have 

no conviction that there is any scheme of things 
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or value in the universe." 

In this study we have found that Edwards was also aware 

that there were these aspects of the power of chaos involved in 

the created order. It was his position that aIl four were rel-

ated to man's lack of relatedness to the Creator. Because of 

this primary lack of relationship, aIl other relationships were 

imperfect. First,because man lacks a primary relationship with 

the Creator, he is estranged from himself. He is "as if he were 

t 
,,176 wo. Only when man consents to the will, purpose or design 

of the Creator is he at peace with himself. Only then does he 

take "great delight and happiness in conferring and communing 

with (himself) .,,177 Without this primary consent men "accuse 

h 1 d f ' h 'h h 1 178 t emse ves an . 19 t W1t t emse ves." Man is truly happy 

"then, and only then, when these two agree. And they delight in 

themselves and in their own ide a and image as God delights in 

H
' ,,179 
lS. 

Edwards saw that man could be at peace with himself only 

when he discovered his identity and with it a sense of self-ful-

fillment or purpose. ~1is could only come, in his view, when 

there wascommitment to a cause or purpose in which the whole 

self was taken up and to which the whole self could be surrender-

ed. 180 This for Edwards was the cause or purpose of the Creator. 

It was this commitment which he saw as the integrating principle 

--r -
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of life. Only through such commitment could the disillusionment 

, 't t t l b 'd d 181 accompany1ng comm1 men 0 esser purposes e aV01 e • 

Second, Edwards perceived that man's enmity with his 

creator182 and the consequent division within himself, was re

flected in the destructiveness of his co~non life,183 and his 

, d'ff h d h,184 1n 1 erence to t ose aroun 1m. 

Third, Edwards saw that the state of the natural world 

mirrored man's unhappiness. Man, estranged from his Creator, 

himself and his neighbour is also at enmity with the rest of the 

created order. F h ' h' to' d h' 185 or aV1ng no purpose save 1S own gU1 e 1m, 

and being influenced primarily 

187 ition to the natural order. 

186 
by self-love, he acts in oppos-

The primary allegiance of dis-

affected man is to a "private system", which even if it "contains 

millions of individuals,,188 "falls infinitely short of the uni-

189 versaI system, and is exclusive of being in general. Il He 

therefore sees everything outside that system as a means to the 

well-being or support of this private system. For him this sys

tem alone has intrinsic value. 190 For it is that which concerns 

h ' It' l 191 1m u 1mate y. 

In the fourth place Edwards saw that there could be no 

"pointll to existence unless aIl existence has a meaning. He 

maintained that aIl existence did have a value, a purpose and .a 

significance even if this could not be seen. ~1e integrating 

, '" h' d Il' l' 192 aspect of eX1stence 1S, 1n B1rc S wor s, lia -1nc US1veness. 1I 

It is a "unitary actuality" which unif ies aIl diversity. This 
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is "the universal system of existence~' which includes aIl things 

and to which aIl things can completely respond. It is the ob-

ject of ultimate value or worth and therefore fit to be and de

serving to be the object of primary devotion or worship.193 

TECHNOLOGY AND MAN'S USE OF THE NATURAL ORDER 

It was Edwards' belief that "at the heart of the universe 

there is integrating love194 that gives195 and that responds 

196 to the response of the creatures." One activity in which 

man continually engages and therefore responds to what has been 

given, is ,technical activity. Technical activity has been cha-

racterized as the transformative aspect of the scientific enter-

prise which changes man's physical environment and mode of exis-

197 tence. 

Man's power to transform his environment and mode of 

existence continues to increase. He now has the ability to 

destroy both his environment and himself. 

Contemporary man not only has knowledge of 
good and evil, he has as weIl absolute 
power to destroy. This man-made power of 
destruction lays on man a burden he has 
never before experienced - a burden, like 
that of the knowledge of good and evil, 
from which he cynnot escape in the fore
seeable future. 98 

Edwards was aware "that on the whole man tends to use 

the gifts of nature and the gifts of grace badly rather than 

Il ,,199 we . Because he lacks the will to do his dut Y or fulfill his 
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. f d 200 vocatlon as a son 0 Go man cannot understand the meaning 

of the power that is put into his hands or of the activity which 

employs it. 201 Consequently, Edwards suggests, at least by im~ 

plication, that man does not have the right to expect that the 

possibilities for transforming the created order and the power 

its processes rnake available to him will not be used to destroy 

completely aIl that the Creator has provided and aIl that man 

has accomplished to this point in time. 

Yet he also contends that the Creatorls purpose is so

vereign202 and that it will be fulfilled. 203 This means that 

"progress ", i. e. advancement toward the completeness or fulness 

of the creation's glorification of the Creator,is inevitable. 

The issue as to the direction this progress will take will be 

decided by man himself as he has been given the authority and 

means to deal with the created order as he wills. However, even 

if this activity results in the destruction of the wl10le created 

order so that it should vanish without a trac~204 the Creator will 

be glorif ied. 

The question Edwards ' thought poses for manls technical 

activity is, how can this activity be so ordered that it be-

cornes an activity of responding love? How can man use the gift 

of divine power or 'energy, given in love, as an exercise of love? 

How can scientific and technical activity remain a creative pro-

cess by and in which the created order is increased in value, 

and not threatened by "demonic perverseness"? (Birch) 
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The answers to questions such·as these are given in Ed-

wards' understanding of man's relationship to the world over 

which he has in stewardship been given dominion. Man is required 

to relate to the natural world in three ways: in freedom, in 

responsibility and in justice. 

i) Man has been placed in the created order to fulfill 

l
, , ,205 

a re 1910us vocat10n. This can be done only when there is 

knowledge of God and knowledge of self. This is why "of aIl 

kinds of knowledge that we can ever obtain, the knowledge of 

k l f l h ' 206 God, and the now edge 0 ourse ves are t e most 1mportant." 

Knowledge of God is obtained partly through an investigation 

and understanding of the processes of the natural order, consti

tuted by him. 207 Man has been given the freedom to investigate 

the created order208 so that he might "grow in this knowledge ll209 

and thus increasingly glorify the Creator and allow the created 

order to do likewise. This is in fact a dut Y laid upon man which 

he cannot escape. He is to exercise his understanding in order 

" h b· 'd 210 Th ' that knowledge m1ght 1ncrease and trut e atta1ne • lS 

means renunciation is not an alternative to the misuse to which 

man puts the knowledge he continually gains. Kaelin asks: 

If it is true that man is in danger of abusing 
goods, of becoming a slave to them instead 
of using them to conquer a higher liberty, is 
it not better to teach him to do without 
things rather than to make things which will 
enslave him tomorrow?211 
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Man has been given a freedom which he continually abuses. 

He therefore continually enslaves hL~self to false godsi he 

chooses the things of the world and rejects its creator. 2l2 Yet 

man retains his liberty. He retains the natural Image of God. 

Therefore he cannot renounce either his des ire and ability to 

grow in knowledge or the products he wills to produce as a con-

sequence of his knowledge. This ffio2ans he must continually run 

the risk involved in his mastery of the world - that is, total 
a 

dev~station of aIl that he has accomplished. 

ii) This means,in turn,that man is burdened with a res-

ponsibility in his dealing with the products of this knowledge 

~' h h b f 'd 213 WulC e never e ore experlence . Because man has the free-

dom to choose his response to the natural world, the actions and 

consequences that result from this choice are he Id to his ac-

count. Kaelin states that "the bad use to which technology may 

be put remains accidental to it and does not detract from the 

benefit which it represents as a 1iberating factor for man. ,,214 

Edwards also saw man's use of the visible creation and of the 

d 'd t' h' h' h' 1 h' 215 l' " erlve crea lon W lC lS tec nlca ac levement" as lber-

ating for him. ~1e purpose of the scientific enterprise, he 

suggests, is to serve man. It is to a110w "nobler" or more 

human functions to be exercised, mutua1 assistance more easi1y 

given and communication facilitated in order that "the who1e 

h b 't bd' Ch' t 216 eart maye as one communl y, one 0 y'ln rlS." Man is 

responsib1e for using the created order for these purposes. He 

"J 
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is cornmanded to make progress in this.area of his life. 

iii) In using the natural world in this way, man respects 

its importance and value. For the importance of an existence' 

217 consists in its fitness to be used for a specific purpose. 

The natural order therefore has value because it can be used for 

specific purposes. It is in this that its greatness and dignity 

consist. 2l8 Therefore man is to honour it or treat it with 

justice. 

Manis to respect the natural order to the extent that 

it participates in being and consents to being. 2l9 This respect 

220 is subordinate only to a greater virtue, beauty or consent. 

This means the natural world is not justly subordinated to man 

as such, but only to the good of man. 

When he does respect the natural order, however, man acts 

with justice toward it. For in this he obeys the will and com-

mand of the Creator. And tobe obedient to this will is to act 

. 1 221 Just y. 

Though I.njustice is the greatest of aIl 
deformities, yet Justice is no other
wise excellent, than as it is the exer
cise, fruit and manifestation of the 
mind~ love or consent to Being; nor 
Injustice deformed any otherwise, than 
as it is the highest degree of the 
contrary.222 

When man abuses the natural world by using it for an illegitimate 

purpose he acts contrary to its best interest and therefore un-

justly. 
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Injustice is not to exert ourselves to

ward any (existence) as it deserves, or 

to do it contrary to what it deserves, 

in doing good or evil) or in acts of 

Consent or Dissent. 22 

And this injustice is reflected in his own conununity. Because 

life is interdependent, injustice perpetrated in one area of 

life is reflected in every other area. It is by means of the 

created order that man relates to or communicates with his fel-

low man. And when he misuses this means of communication he can-

not with justice relate to him.· We are responsible for the 

manner in which "we have disposed of those goods which our mas-

h ' t h d 224 d' f th ' t 
ter as put ln 0 our an s." We are to lspose 0 em JUs -

ly. ~1is means man's use of his technical achievements is lim-

ited by the rights of the created order to be used for their in-

d d d b th 'h f 'h 't 225 
ten e purpose an "y e rlg ts 0 every man s umanl y. with-

out concern for these principles, conummity is impossible. 

Man's use of technology, then, is to be characterized by 

freedom, responsibility and justice. Yet these are possibilities 

for man only when he acquires a new sense of the hear"t.
226 

Therefore, Edwards implies we are not to be optimistic about the 

use to which man will put his technical achievements. Yet we 

are to be optimistic about the use to which the Creator will 

put them. For this reason, and in order to witness to this 

faith andhope, man cannot renounce his freedom to progress in 

his dominion of the natural order,. his responsible use of its. 

l 
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resources or his concern that justice·be done both to man and 

the elements of the natural world. 

MAN'S RELATIONSHIP TO HIS ENVIRONMENT 

In holding that man is part of his physical environment, 

Edwards implies that his values and presuppositions are shaped or 

influenced by that reality which he perce ives. For example, we 

have no knowledge of beauty apart from our experience of it. 227 

We do not know the nature of honey unless we taste it. 228 Know-

ledge depends upon experience. Consequently, our perception of 

reality and knowledge of reality cannot be separated. What we 

know as ugly we perceive as ugly and what we know as sweet, be

autiful and beneficial we perceive as such. 229 

Man's values, then, are a product both of that which is 

internaI to him, uniquely his and independent of environmental 

factors (a sense of the heart and will to consent) and of the 

environment itself. This implies, further, that understanding, 

goals, and growth can be altered and facilitated as the environ-

ment itself changes. Growth toward unit y of life and unit y with 

life can be facilitated or retarded by environmental factors. 

Both aspects of man's nature, his creativity and drive toward 

unit y (consent) and his destructiveness (dissent) and flight to 

nothingness (estrangement) are influenced and supported by the 

rest of the created order. The natural world, in its creativity, 

not only maintains itself in being, but also nurtures man's human-
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. t d h' 230 . . 1 Y an appmess. And smce thlS' is its normal state or 

t t 't 231 l'" grea es propensl y, we can say that aIl lfe lS essentlally 

creative. 

Man's understanding of reality is in part determined by 

the environment he experiences. To what extent does he have the 

right to modify his environment and therefore his understanding 

of reality? Tne factors to be considered in answering this ques-

tion are the following: 

i) The natural world is given to man to be his "home". 

In several places Edwards speaks of the natural v;orld as that 

"which God hath made to be the habitation of mankind,,232 and 

as that in which aIl things are created for man's use. "The 

world is evidently made to be an habitation for man and aIl 

things are subordinated to his use. 1I233 Man's home is thus fit

ted for his use and given as a gift. 234 It is a home shared by 

other eleffii:nts of the created order. Man is responsible for the 

condition in which he maintains this home and for those who are 

placed in it to serve him. 

ii) ~le imperfection of the created order points to the 

fact that man's home is in constant danger of destruction. 

~lere is, in the natural order, a conflict between the powers of 

chaos and destruction on the one hand and fittingness and creat-

ivity on the other. 

iii) .Therefore, because he is responsible for his "home", 
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manls modifying activity is to respec~ the proportion and commun

ity inherent in the natural order. 

a) Proportion 

Edwards saw the maintenance of proportion as a necessary 

condition for the harmonious development of this order accord-

ing to the will of the Creator. "AII the natural motions, and 

tendencies and figures of bodies in the Universe are done accord-

Ott 0 235 
~ng 0 propor ~on. Il And proportion is B\9ing itself "for 

o of 0 l 0 hO l b t t 0 236 Be~ng, ~ we exam~ne narrow y, ~s not ~ng e se u propor ~on." 

AlI things are created according to the will of the Creator who 

seeks to maintain aIl things in proportion or in agreement or in 

union with himself. "Disproportion ... is contrary to Being,II 237 

Consequently, when disproportion or lack of consent by one element 

threatens the design and life of the whole community, a compen-

sation is effected in order that the life of the whole might be 

preserved and the overall design by which this life is lived re-

.tained and the purpose for which aIl things were created realized. 

Taken in themselves, certain elements and certain tenden-

cies in the natural order seem to be destructive and without 

purpose. Yet viewed in the context of the Creatorls total design 

and the sovereignty of his will, this chaotic or destructive ac-

tivity can be se en to contribute to "the harmony of the whole." 

Consequently, particular disproportions sometimes greatly 

add to the universal proportion. Hence sorne created elements 

"are not proportioned, but are confusion among themselvesi yet 
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taken with the whole they are proportioned and beautiful.,,238 

It can be observed that there are "tendencies in the nat-

ural world. . .propensities of nature in mineraIs, vegetables( 

. l t' Id' . l t 239 anlma s, ra lona an lrratlona crea ures." It can also 

be observed that the dominant propensity in aIl elements is 

toward coherence and harmony. For that which is less perfect 

and inclusive always points to that which is more perfect and 

more inclusive. The dominant tendency of the natural world is 

240 toward wholeness. And this tendency can never be perceived 

through observing elements, events or tendencies in isolation. 

A notion of a stated tendency or fixed propensity is 
not obtained by observing only a single event. 
A stated preponderation in the cause or occasion 
is argu~2 only by a stated prevalence of the 
effect. l 

Appearances to the contrary, the chaos inherent in the 

created order is never an end in itself but always serves the 

1 d . 242 Creator s eSlgn. For the God who is the Creator is "the God 

of order, peace and harmony, " with which he has "constituted the 

243 inferior parts of the world." These parts "which he has sub-

jected to man and made subservient to him in such decency, beauty 

244 and harmony" are subject both to internaI and external destruc-

tive forces, "but for a short time." The Creatorls design will 

be realized. The "confusion" that characterizes "the present 

f h · . l' 245 state 0 t lngs, lS not astlng." Consequently, "seeing it 

is to be but a little while God chooses. . . (not) to interrupt 
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the course of nature according to its·stated laws.,,246 Rather 

he permits these laws and aIl things to work their course because 

they aIl "in one respect or other ... prepare the way for that 

glorious issue of things.,,247 In every instance the power of 

248 
chaos serves "order, peace and harmony." 

b) Community 

The laws of nature maintain proportion in the created or-

der. They also maintain the natural world as an integrated com

munity. For they permit the maximum contribution of each element 

to the life of the whole. 249 Without this contribution neither 

the community nor the individual can prosper. These laws of 

nature are both internaI and external to the natural community. 

They are internaI in that they are involved in the essential 

h f h l t d b d b ' t' t 250 
c aracter 0 eac e emen an are o. eye y lns lnc • They 

are external in that they were established by sorne force, appoint

ment or will not contained within the community itself. 251 

They are to be respected and not opposed because the Creator 

wills community in his creation. 

iv) The fact that man's modifying activity in the natural 

order must respect its inherent p~portion and community implies 

that his activity has to be that of a conservationist. Each 

created element has a value both in itself and with respect to 

the whole and is therefore to be supported and conserved. 

It is to be supported and'conserved first, because the 

destruction of individual elements disrupts both the internaI 
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and external harmony and union of the natural conununity. Each 

element has been designed to interact with "the whole system of 

beings" in such a way that the unit y of the whole is maintained. 

When this interaction is disrupted, the life of the whole suffers 

because its overall capacity both to receive and give life is 

diminished. For this reason Edwards was convinced that "there 

is not one leaf of a tree nor spire of Grass but what has effects 

Il h ' 252 a over t e un~verse." 

Second, the conservation of the natural order is required 

because man has been given responsibility for it. Because he is 

one means by which the Creator manifests his will to the created 
253 

order, he has the responsibility to ensure that it conforms 

to this will and therefore glorifies Him. This means he is re-

quired to maintain the natural world in a proper relationship 

with himself. The natural world relates to man properly when 

l, th' d th' 254 C tl h' 'd serves lm an suppor s lm. onseql,len 1., .. ~ ,1S requlre 

to ensure that it does this. 

In the third place, the conservation of the created or-

der is enjoined :oy the requirements of divine love and one's dut Y 

to express gratitude for this love. 

If you had not mean thoughts of God, you 
would not find fault with him for not 
setting his love on you who never exer
cised any love ta him ... (and) who have 
never been truly thankful for one mercy 
which you have already received of him. 255 
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He who loves sees in the object beloved a "supreme excel-

lency", and lia loveliness irrunensely above aIl, worthy to be chosen 

and pur~ed and cleaved to and delighted in far above all.,,256 

Consequently he seeks to find means of continually expressing 

this love and delight, and of effecting this union. "Love natur-

Il d ' t'If 257 a y eS1res 0 express 1tse ." And love not only seeks to 

express itself but to have this expression returned by the object 

of love. "8uch returns, love always seeks, and just as in proport-

ion as any person is beloved, in the same proportion is his love 

d ' d d ' d 258 eS1re an pr1ze ." 

In the created order, it is man in whom the Creator de-

lights and whose love he prizes supremely. "It is manifest by 

the creation itself, that God has more respect or regard to man, 

than to any other part of the visible creationj because he has 
. 259 

evidently made and fitted other parts to manls use." Con-

sequently, he desires above aIl else that the exercise of his 

love to man be returned to him. "For as the nature of love, 

especially great love, causes him that loves to value the esteem 

of the person belovedj so, that God should take pleasure in the 

creaturels just love and esteem, will follow from God's love 

b h h ' If d h' t 260 ot to 1mse an to lS crea ures." The return of this 

love is manifest in manls concern that the purpose of the Cre-

261 ator be effected, and therefore that the means through which 

it is effected, be preserved. In this,man exercises that grat

itude to the Creator,for the corrununication of His fulness and 
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therefore for that provision for his good,which is His due. 

"God making himself his ultimate end, does not at aIl diminish 

the creature1s obligation to gratitude for communications of 

d . d 262 
goo recel.ve ." In this expression of love and gratitude, 

man exercises his responsibility to thé Creator for the life of 

the natural community with which he has been entrusted. 263 In 

this he also expresses his responsibility, as the consciousness 

of the natural order,264 to mediate to it the divine will. 

Fourth, the conservation of the natural order is neces-

sitated by the requirements of the divine glory. AIl elements 

of the natural community are necessary in order that the fulness 

of the good of the Creator be communicated and that he be fully 

glorified. For "God's being glorified" consists in his "infinite 

perfection being exerted and so manifested" and in "His infinite 

h . b' . t d 265 
appl.ness el.ng communl.ca e ." The natural world was created 

in order that the attributes of the Creator, knowledge, holiness 

and happiness, might be exerted. "If the world had not been 

created, these attributes never would have had any exercise. 

The divine wisdom and prudence would have no exercise in any 

wise contrivance, any prudent proceeding, or disposal of thingsi 

for there would have been no objects of contrivance or disposal. II266 

And when the design of the divine wisdom is destroyed, the com-

munication of the divine glory is impaired. For the latter con-

sists in "God exercising his perfections to produce a proper 

267 
effect." 

l 
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The "proper effect" of the communication of the Creatorls 

glory is, first, the creation of 1ife and second, the Ifmu1ti-

p1ication" or "increase" of his glory in this life. The emanation 

or communication of Godls glory "is in sorne sense a mu1tip1icat-

ion of it. It may be looked upon as an increase of gOOd. 1I268 

The latter (the multiplication of glory) is a consequence of the 

former (the creation of life), just as the result of the diffus-

ion of sap by the roots of a tree is the production of leaves 

and fru ;ts.269 Th Ct' , t' h' fIt 
~ e rea or ~n commun~ca ~ng ~s u ness, crea es. 

That is his nature. liA disposition in God, as an original pro-

pert y of his nature, to an emanation of his own infinite fulness, 

was what excited him to create the wor1d. 11270 rhe result of this 

creativity is the manifestation of the divine glory, "wherever we 

271 
are and whatever we are about. 1I Indeed, 

it is very fit and becoming of God, who is 
infinitely wise, so to order things that 
there should be a voice of His in His 
works, instructing those that beho1d them 
and pointing forth and shewing divine 
mysteries and things ... immediately ap
pertaining to Himself and His spiritual 
kingdom. The works of God are but a kind 
of voice or language of God to instruct 
intelligent being in things pertaining 
to Himse1f. 272 

Where the Creatorls works are eliminated or destroyed, 

knowledge of his glory is also diminished. And the divine know-

ledge is one part of his glory which the Creator communicates 

'h d d 273 
~n t e create or er. Consequent1y, the divine glory is not 

increased or returned as the Creator intended it should be. In 
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creating the natural world, the Creator had a supreme concern 

274 
for the value of "his own inf inite, internaI, glory." And, 

he was concerned for it "as an emanation from himself, a com-

munication of himself, and, as the thing cornmunicated, in its 

nature returned to himself, as its final term.,,275 

When the created order is preserved, the result is the 

276 
perception of its beauty and harmony. This is perceived be-

cause the Creator continues to produce his "proper effect." 

And when this knowledge of the Creator is expressed, the Creator 

is glorified. For then his glory is manifest in the created or-

der, it is cornmunicated to and among the created order and it is 

"returned to himself as its final term." Again, the conservation 

of the natural cornmunity is necessitated by the requirements 

of the divine glory, the beams of which "come from God, are some-

thing of God, and are refunded back again to their original. So 

the whole is of God, and in God and to God~ and he is the be

ginning, and the middle, and the end. ,,277 Without the conser-

vation of the natural order, the manifestation of the divine 

glory is impaired and the reflection or return of its fulness 

to its source is rendered impossible. Hence the task of the 

natural cornmunity is rendered impossible. 

Consequently, before modifying his environment, man must 

consider the extent to which his activity will secure these le-

g itimate objectives. This means, in turn, that he must know 

both the physical reality with which he is related and the spir-
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itual reality which is its essence. Unless both elements are 

accounted for, manls activity will be deficient. Yet, man is 

cornm~nded to continually grow in his understanding of these two 

aspects of reality.278 Therefore, the modifications he may legit-

imately make to his environment are endless. So, therefore, is 

his growth in understanding and perceiving reality. 

We conclude, then, that man is required and permitted 

to modify his environment to the extent that such modification 

is in conformity with or in agreement with "the true order of 

things.,,279 The true order of things is that order established 
~ 

by the divine wisdom, in which each element acts individually and 

interdependently to glorify the Creator. Man's activity is to 

support this activity. In this he responds to the demand mediated 

by the natural order as a realm of grace. This implies that man 

is permitted to modify his environment in aIl ways that are use-

fuI to himi in aIl ways that support his humanity and support 

or strengthen his interrelationshipi in aIl ways that increase 

the manifestation of the divine perfections, show forth another 

aspect of the divine beauty or increase knowledge of the divine 

nature and in aIl ways that overcome or resist the dislocation 

and estrangement within the natural order itself. 
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN REASON AND REVELATION 

Reason and experience together are necessary to grasp 

reality or truth. The reality of the created order is known . 

only through experience. We might know, theoretically, for ex-

ample, that the essence of the created order is beauty. But we 

d t 'th' fI' ,280 o no perce1ve lS as act un ess we exper1ence 1t. The 

senses are the media through which knowledge is obtained. They 

do not deceive. They convey the same information or make the 

same representations of the created order to aIl. However the 

senses are unreliable in that they do not in themselves convey 

to the knower the whole of reality or the essence of what they 

represent. This essence is the "inward conformation" of the 

created order to the Creator, which is diffused throughout all 

its elements. 28l "That inward conformation that is the foundat-

ion of an agreement in these things is the real essence of the 

h ' 282 t 1ng." 

Wnat is known as truth by reason must therefore be sup-

ported by experience if this "truth" is to be truth for the 

knower and if it is to be perceived and not merely sensed. 

Reason and experience,then,are not set over against one another. 

Rather "the former includes the latter, as the genus includes 

the species or as a whole includes the several particular sorts 

comprehended in that whole. For, judging by experience is one 

way of judging by reason, or rathe.r, experiencing is one sort of 
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t h ' 1 k f" d' 283 argumen w lC1 reason ma es use 0 ln.]U glng." 

Reason,then,judges the validity of the senses by virtue 

of its experience. It does not accept the testimony of the s~n-

ses as fully authentic because experience teaches that they 'lack 

perfect perception. 

We judge the degree of dependence that is 
to be had in our senses by reasoni by 
viewing the agreement of one sense with 
another, and by comparing, in innumerable 
instances, the agreement of the testimonies 
of the senses with other criteria of truth, 
and so rationally estimating the value of 
these testirnonies. 284 

The nature of the relationship between reason and ex-

, '1 h h' h l' dl' 285 perlence lS a so t at w lC app les to reason an reve atlon. 

In the first place reason and revelation are not set over against 

one anotheri rather is reason established by revelation. Reason 

is not superior to revelation as a test of truth just as reason 

is not a test of truth superior to experience. Both assertions 

, l 286 are "very nonsenSlca ." Revelation is experienced as that 

which constitutes the reason. Yet the reason cannot on its own 

have recourse to it, as sornething which can naturally be "dis-

covered". Reason cannot "control" revelationi it is not at 

reason's disposaI. 

Revelation, then, is prior to reason. It is that which 

in sorne way is cornrnunicated to the reason as self-authenticating. 

It is the rnind of the Creator which is co~nunicated to the nat

ural reason via the created order. 287 In the course of this 

" l 
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communication the reason is enlightened. This means that reve-

lation does not contradict reason for reason has been established 

by the Creator to be the means whereby that which is communic7 

d th h h t l d b · t d 288 ate roug t e na ura or er can e lnterpre e . 

Revelation, however, is necessary for this because the 

reason by itself is cut off from that about which it reasons. 289 

It is not fully involved in that which it perce ives as external 

to it.
290 

It cannot therefore go beyondwhat it can comprehend 

as object. Consequently it cannot explain the mystery of life 

evident in the natural world. Reason, for example, cannot de-

termine how God who is pure spirit can act in matter or can cons-

. . l l l d h . l' 291 tltute Slmu taneous y a mora an p ySlca unlverse. It 

cannot conceive of a world beyond that ~lich the natural senses 

292 
reveal. It cannot explain how something that now is can have 

. 293 been from eternity or can have been created out of nothlng. " 

It cannot explain why there should be a self-existent being who 

has the reason for his existence within himself. 294 

Yet in one sense, reason is primary. Revelation could not 

reveal unless there was a reason to interpret. "We have no other 

faculty but our reason, by which we can determine of truth or 

falsehood by any argument or medium whatsoever. Let the argument 

be testimony or experience, or what it will, we mustjudge .•. 
\ 

by 295 reason. " Reason views things as they are in themselves 

which are revealed to the reason by an agency both internaI and 

l 
. 296 externa to lt. It makes use of "divine testimony" as a "me-
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dium of judgment" by which it rationally estimates the value of 

Il ' h 297 " , h ' a testlIuony to trut • TnlS lS to say t. .. at revelatlon adds 

a necessary dimension to reason in order that reason might gr~sp 

l
, 298 rea lty. In the context of ordinary sense experience, re-

velation manifests that which transcends that context, and which 

'd d "If 299 unal e , reason ln ltse cannot grasp. 

Second, revelation reveals to the reason the essential 

mysteriousness of life yet does not permit this mystery to be-

come simply part of the total body of knowledge about the subject-

object structure of reality. Mystery remains mystery even though 
e 300 

it illumi~s sensory knowledge. The former does not become part 

of the latter nor does it interfere with the latter. Scientific 

investigation is thus supported by revelation. For it belongs 

to a dimension of reality that is inadequate to account for that 

dimension of reality to which revelation properly belongs. Tnis 

realm is and will always remain a mystery which illumi{s the re-

ality of the sensual but does not reveal its essence. Therefore, 

"mysteries constitute the criterion of divine revelation. 1I301 

Sensory knowledge is not mystery after it has been discovered. 

The knowledge of revelation, however, is. 

Third, revelation involves the knower in that ~lich is 

known in a way that the exercise of reason cannot. Revelation 

forces the reason to be subjectively involved with that about 

302 which it reasons. Revelation, in other words, calls the rea-

son into question. 
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~1is is to say, fourth, that . revelation destroys the 

autonomy of reason. ~1e willing sacrifice of the reason to the 

content of revelation alone enables the basic dichotomy of al~ 

knowledge, which dichotomy is characteristic of created exis-

303 
tence, to be overcome. In the experience of revelation alone 

knower and known become one and the extent and depth of their 

a.re 
interrelationship be experienced. Revelation is always charac-

terized by subjective and objective aspects which interpenetrate 

each other and are interdependent. 

Dissent from this reality or the attempt to preserve the 

autonomy of reason ends in the destruction of that about which 

the reason reasons, i.e. the natural order. Reason, unregulated 

by revelation,contradicts and conflicts with its own nature, sub-

ordinates it to the rule of the senses instead of judging the 

validity of the senses and improves itself "only as a weapon of 

. h' d d . f dl k l' 304 
m~sc lef an estructlon 0 Go s wor mans up. Il Division 

within the created order is thus perpetuated and the conflict 

between reconciliation and estrangement is continued. Reason, 

uninformed by revelation,cannot sense or experience the reality 

of the Creator in the created. And without this knowledge, com-

munit y is impossible. For Edwards, one purpose of revelation was 

to create cornrnunity or to overcome estrangement, and reason was 

the effective means whereby this could be accomplished. Apart 

from revelation it becomes the means whereby this possibility 

is denied. 
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THE RELATIONSHIP OF THE HOLY SPIRIT TO THE NATURAL ORDER 

We have found that Edwards perceived the primary reality 

of existence to be wholeness, or a "unitary actuality." The 

basis for this thought is to be found in large part in his ap-

preciation of Newton's studies on the atome Following the thought 

of his period he characterized atoms as "indiscerpible", bodies 

"whose parts cannot, by any power whatsoever, be separated from 

305 one another." Today this view has been discarded. 

The 'billiard baIl' concept of atoms as 
irreducible material particles has dis
integrated, and in its place we have twenty 
or thirty 'particles' - electrons, protons, 
neutrons, mesons, etc., that may, in terms 
of internally consistent systems be des
cribed either as 'particles' or as 'waves'. 
Matter and energy have conceptually fused, 
and energy seems to be the more useful 
concept for dealing with the very small in 
physics at the level of atomic structure. 306 

Although Edwards' understanding of the nature of the 

atom has been superseded, his understanding of the nature of 

reality has not been rendered obsolete. For science has dis-

covered that matter and energy can be thought of as one reality. 

And, says Edwards, aIl matter is infused with the divine power 

307 or energy which is "nothing else but the essence of God." 

The whole created order is constituted and sustained by the divine 

energy. "For the perfect energy of God, with respect to Him-

self, is the most perfect exertion of Himself, of which the cre-
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308 ation of the world is bu~ a shadow." And "the power of a 

being (the essence of its creator), even in creatures, is no-

thing distinct from the being itself" (Le. its material sub

stance or body) .309 

Hence,Edwards' contention that "there is oneness in the 

causeof all,,,310 continues to be validated as scientific know-

ledge increases. For him, the unit y of the created order re-

311 flects the unit y of the Godhead . and is the product of its one 

wisdom and one design. 312 This wisdom and design are perfect 

since "God is the Prime and Original Being, the First and Last 

and the Pattern of aIl and has the sum of aIl perfection. ,,313 

And because the divine wisdom and design are perfect, their 

manifestation in the created order is also perfecto ~lat which 

is, is, because the divine wisdom decreed it should be so and 

nothing can alter this decree. 

Providence governs aIl things (and) ... 
you cannot alter what God determines and 
orders in providence. . . . If the clouds 
be full of rain, they empty themselves 
upon the earth~ and if the tree fall 
toward the south, or toward the northi in 
the place where the tree falleth, there it 
shall be i Le. you cannot al ter the 
determinations of providence. 314 

Edwards maintained, in Charles Hartshorne's words, that 

there is but one "ordering principle" in the created order who 

, , Il' fI '1 315 , h '1 lS "unlversa y ln uentla." That WhlCh executes t e Wl l of 

this universally influential ordering principle is the Holy 

Spirit. He is the divine energy with which the whole created 



d/r' -_.: 

( 

. -261-

d . . f d 316 or er ~s ~n use . This energy is ~ form of communication of 

the Creator' s love. For "1tis the off ice of the Person that is 

God's Love to communicate divine love to the Creature. In so 

doing, God's spirit or love doth but communicate of itself.,,3l7 

If this is true, then Edwards asks us how man, with respect to his 

relationship with the natural world, can "walk in the Spirit." 

How can this relationship be an exercise of the love which is 

the energy of the Spirit or spiritual energy? For "to walk in 

the Spirit is to walk in the Exercise of this love. ,,318 

The Holy Spirit is a principle of life which reveals it-

self in the created order. As John E. Smith put it, Edwards 

maintained that IIthe Holy Spirit not only dwells in the depths 

of the soul but is manifest in that power through which the face 

. f d 319 of nature ~s trans orme ." Ed.wards insists upon the inunanince 

of the Creator in his creation in such a way that it is continual-

ly sustained and orderedaccording to his will. How is man to 

deal with the presence of this living and dynamically active 

Spirit whom he cannot escape because he cannot live apart from 

the created order of which he is a part? Mlat is the relation 

of this presence to man's domination of the natural world? Can 

he "control" that power which is immal1'~nt in the natural world, 

which creates and sustains its life, and which is offered to man 

for his use,when this is the gift of the One who is transcendent 

and sovereign? Edwards' understanding of the relationship of 

the Holy Spirit to the natural world invites us to consider these 
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questions. 

Edwards' position is that man cannot control or "possess" 

h ' ." 1 320 , t lS splr1tua energy or power, even though ~t has been given 

to him as the means by which he is to dominate the natural 

321 order. He maintains that the Spirit is also present in man 

in a way that cannot be def ined but only fel t. For the Spirit 

h d " 1 322 d d' , (' ) b represents t e ~v 1ne ove an" lv~ne Love. . . lS etter 

felt than defined. 1I323 It is only when this love is perceived 

that man can gain an understanding of the nature and significance 

of the power he uses, which is given to him in the processes of 

the natural world. It is only then, therefore, that he can relate 

to this power as he should, that is, again, in freedom, respons-

ibility and in justice. Only then can he walk in the Spirit by 

using it as an exercise of love. For "the Creation of the wor1d 

, 'f d' , 324 ~s to grat1 y 1V1ne Love." . 

To possess the will to act in this way is a mark of e1-

ection since to possess this will to consent to love is the re-

325 sult of the divine grace which has been freely given to sorne. 

"Those creatures which Wisdom chuses (sic) for the object of 
326 

divine love are Christ's elect." Edwards seeks to relate a 

doctrine of "immanent grace" in man to a doctrine of grace in the 

natural world. n1e basis of the relationship is the presence 

of the Holy Spirit, operative in both man and the natural world. 

He who is possessed of the Spirit shows this in the attitude by 

which he relates himself to the rest of the created order which 
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is similarly "spirit-possessed. Il And·this attitude inevitably 

327 expresses itself in "actions and works." This does not re-

present a doctrine of works, but a doctrine of the Spirit, who 

is love, and who expresses himself in works. For it is the nature 

of love to express itself. 328 This love is expressed in "the 

329 practice of the soul" at which God looks. It is the practice 

"which is not only the motion of our bodies, but the exertion 

and exercise of the soul, which directs and commands that 

motion. 11
330 In God's sight "the soul is the man. 11

331 

SUMMARY 

We have found Edwards' understanding of the natural world, 

and man's relationship to it, to involve each of the issues we 

have discussed. ~1ese issues are also current in contemporary 

, t' t' d d' , f thl.'s topl.'c. 332 l.nves l.ga l.ons an l.SCUSSl.ons 0 This .fact 

demonstrates that Edwards ' understanding of the natural world and 

of man's relationship to it is not outmoded, but has a contri-

bution to make to contemporary views of this topic. 

Edwards' understanding of the Fall presents us with one 

view of the imperfections of the natural order and the reason 

they exist. This view ~lst be accounted for in any alternative 

interpretation. His understanding of the relationship between 

creation, redemption and history provides us with an understand-
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ing of the purpose of the created order. The question of pur

pose is also raised wherever the presence of estrangement in the 

created order is recognized. Edwards provides an interpretation 

of this estrangement which warrants serious consideration. And 

he question of purpose is raised whenever man considers his ac

tivity in the natural order, the changes he effects in it, and 

ihe use he makes of it. Edwards' treatment of this activity 

places upon man a responsibility for his use of this order for 

which he must account when he attempts to determine what his 

proper relationship to it is. It also provides an understanding 

of the nature of this relationship and of the characteristics 

it must assume if it is to be constructive. 

Edwards' understanding and treatment of the natural law 

provides the theist and non-theist with a point of contact and 

co-operation in their mutual concern to relate properly to the 

natural order. His understanding of man's relationship to his 

environment also treats the nature of this relationship and 

raises the question, aga in, of the purpose of those actions 

through which he modifies his environment. It also presents an 

argument for the conservation of the natural order which has re

levance for any responsible activity in it or use of it. 

In his treatment of the relationship between reason and 

revelation, Edwards attempts to give full value to the reality 

and significance of the created order, and to maintain that a 

proper understanding of it and a proper relation to it are im-
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possible without both the exercise of reason and the perception 

of the "divine testimony" in that reality about which reason 

reasons. Without both elements operative in his relation to the 

created order this relation will be destructive of both man and 

the natural order. In maintaining this, Edwards denies the val-

idity of that attitude which views the natural order as insigni-

ficant, of no consequence or as possessing no reality. He also 

denies the validity of the view which holds derived reality to 

bè the only reality and the mind and reason of man to be the cri-

terion of its value and the means whereby it can be fully pe-

netrated. By contrast Edwards attempts to reconcile reason and 

revelation and demonstrate the necessity of each for an adequate 

understanding of the natural world. 

Edwards' understanding of the Holy Spirit as the power 

of the Creator in the created order represents his attempt to 

interpret the presence and significance of that energy which he 

sensed to inhere in aIl matter and whose presence the scientific 

enterprise continues to verify. He perceived this energy to be 

the sustaining power of love. Its accessibility to man, again, 

forces on him the necessity of deciding how he will use this 

energy and therefore how he will respond to the love it repre-

sents. Edwards sees in this response a mark of man's election 

or non-election. 

In our view, any adequate understanding of the natural 

world must account for the issues which Edwards'understanding of 

, 1 
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the natural world and man's relations~ip to it raises. If it 

does not, sueh a view would be deficient beeause it would omit 

consideration of certain aspects of reality with which any consi

deration of this topie must eoneern itself. 
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29Edwards' understanding of the situation of the created order 
at this point is similar to that of Paul Tillich, who expresses 
the same point of view with the statement that lIactualized cre
ation and estranged existence are identical. lI (S.T.2:l:44) 
AlI existence is fallen existence. It is a state of estrange
ment. Sin is this existence in which that which is created is 
separated both from that to which it belongs, the Creator, and 
from that with which it is related, the Creator, itself and the 
rest of the created order. The sin of the creature consists 
in being out of proportion with the universal system of existence 
or in being estranged or separated from IIthe ground of his being, 
from other beings, and from himself," (S.T. 2:1:44) or from God, 
self and world. (S.T. 2:1:46) 

Tillich maintains that creation and fall coincide at 
the point where essence is actualized in existence (ibid.) But 
for Edwards and Tillich, essence and existence are not identical. 
For creation, if actualized "falls into universal estrangement" 
(S.T. 2:1:46). Consequently, even though God who is good con-
tinually creates aIl things and maintains them in existence, and 
thereby gives aIl things life; aIl things, because they partic
ipate in the transition from essence to existence, are imper
fect. They are imperfect because they are estranged or separated 
from or "out of proportion ll with being. And aIl participate in 
this separation because aIl participate in"Adam and his Fall. 
For Adam designates one whole moral complex and there is (or 
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Edwards no part of the created order that is not to sorne extent 
qualified or characterized by rnorality. 

Separation from being is characterized by nothing-
ness and absolute separation is equivalent to absolute non
entity. This means that aIl created existence imp1ies non
being, and because of this, death is inescapab1e. AlI created 
thin9s will corne to an end. (M.R. p. 313) Yet because created 
existence is also characterized by being and participates in 
being it has ultimate significance. 

30 498. E .C., p. 

31 312. M.R. , p. 

32 H.A. , p. 463. 

33'b'd ~~., p. 464. 

34'b'd l l • 

35'b'd l l • 

36'b'd l l • 

37 'b 'd l. l • 

38 M.R. , p. 313, 317. 

39 But not in contradiction. ~1e relationship between them is 
dialectical. That is,a re1ationship characterized both by the 
tension and interconnectedness of its constituent e1ements. 

40Misc . 186, 187. 

41Mind 8. 

42James C. Logan, ~. cit. p. 122. 

43 
T.V., p. 35. 
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44 114. O. S., p. 

45 pau1 Santmire, Brother 

46'b'd ~., p. 196. 

47 'b 'd ~., p. 195 ff. 

48 456. S .H., p. 

49B A . ., p. 463, 

50 3,32. O. S. , p. 

51. b · d 
~., p. 383. 

52 
M. R., p. 312. 

53 192. F. W., p. 

54 253. O. S. , p. 

55 . 
Santm~re, ~. 

56 237. H. R., p. 

57 382. O. S. , p. 

58 ibid ., p. 23l. 

59 E.e., p. 478. 

464 

c it. , p. 
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Earth, p. 194. 

133. 

60This statement will be discussed in the fo11owing section. 

61 H.A., p. 464. 

62~. cit., p. 199-200. 
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~\ ~. 

63 E .C., p. 478. 

64 E .C., p. 455. 

65 E.C ., p. 460. 

66 
M.O. , p. 285. 

67 P .N., p. 6l. 

68 H.R. , p. 18. 

69 O. S., p. 255 ff, 336. 

70'b'd 
~., p. 254. 

7lH• R., p. 274. Redemption thus imp1ies a personal relationship 

between the Creator and his creation. It is a difficult quest

ion to decide whether or not Edwards would extend the idea of 

redemption of the creation to the claim that since it was his 

own, the Creator had an obligation to main tain it in unit y 

with himself. Edwards rejected the traditional interpretation 

of the God~man relationship espoused by Federal theology. 

Yet, as Conrad Cherry demonstrates, Edwards remained within 

or identified himself with.Convenant Theology. (The Theology 

of Jonathan Edwards, p. 110 ff) 
As he points out, Edwards did not deny that God rel

ated himself to man in a covenant relationship out of his 

own free will. M1at he does affirm is that the Creator is 

in no way indebted to the creature for the creature's re

demption. God may dispose of his creation as he sees fit. 

He may, if he wishes, abandon it to those forces which would 

destroy it. God therefore voluntarily limits hisfreedom 

for the sake of his creation. By a free act he binds him

self to it. This, for Edwards, was the significance of the 

incarnation. 

The creation of the world was a very 

great thing, but not so great as the 

incarnation of Christ. It was a 

great thing for God to make the crea

ture, but not so great as for the 
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Creator himself to become a creature. 
(H.R., p. 137) 

The nature of the Creator and the nature of the creature became one atthe incarnation. And since man sums up or incorporates aIl that precedes him on the scale of being, (M.R., p. 312) the whole of the created order is involved in his constitution. (ibid.) This means that the whole of the created order has already been taken up, incorporated, redeemed and united in and by the Creator in the person of Christ. The natural world has thus become an order of grace. 

72 't ~. ~., p. 91 

73 
5. H.R., p. 

74 
~. cit. 

75 464. H.A., p. 

76 ibid . Although this bondage has not yet been fully lifted (H.A., p. 464) it does not follow that "while man 15 in a state of sin and corruption the creation must inevitably lack purpose and signif.icance Il because Il i t is pr imarily, and increasingly, through man that God acts upon it. 1I 

(G.W.H.Lampe, "The New Testament Doctrine of Ktisis, Il Mid stream 4:2, p. 78, 79.) -
The natural order has a purpose and significance independent of man's activity in it. Its purpose is the glorification of the Creator. Its signficance is that it is the manifestation of his nature (love) and the medium of his self-communication. This purpose is expressed although imperfectly because, in creating, the Creator glorifies himself by actively inhering in his creation. Because the Creatordoes "flow forth" in his Holy Spirit the created order participates in being itself. Thus while it may be that it is primarily through man that the Creator acts upon the natural order, it is not the only way. For the Creator knows that "in the fall of man evil entered into this lower world, Il (H.R., p. 18) and that it "was 
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ruined ..• as effectually as if it had been reduced to 
chaos again." (ibid., p. 19) He knows that the natural 
world is misused and destroyed by man. Yet the Creator 
loves his creation because he loves himself supremely. 
(E.T., p. 112) Consequently, he does not leave it either 
to the destructive power (chaos) which inheres in it be
cause of man1s fall or to the determination of man who 
has reason but acts "in aIl things contrary to it~1I who 
sets sense above reason and improves it "only as a weapon 
of mischief and destruction of God 1 s . workmanship." (M. R., 
p. 305) And while it might be said that God increasingly 
acts upon the created order through man, it can with as 
much justification be maintained, from Edwards ' position, 
that the Creator is himself increasingly active in his 
creation. 

77 M.R., p. 317. 

78Misc . 1263. 

79'b'd ]. ]. . 
80'b'd ]. ]. . 

81Edwards suggests that it is only the mercy of the 
Creator whic.h has prevented that from happening aI
ready. 

God's creatures are good, and were made for men 
to serve God with, and do not willingly sub-

. serve to any other purpose, and groan when they 
are abused to purposes 50 directIy contrary 
to their nature and end. And the world 
would spew you out, were it not for the sovereign 
hand of him who hath subjected it in hope. 
(S.H., p. 456) 

82"The DeviI, " p. 23, Works, Vol. 10. 

83 
M.O., p. 285. 

84'b'd ~., 

85 'b 'd ~., 

p. 285-286. 

p. 285. 

ï 
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86H•R., p. 241, cf Mk. 3:23, 26; Lk. Il:18. Such an inter
pretation of Edwards 1 thought is justif ied because of his under
standing of the Fa11. Nature is not in itse1f pure or perfect 
as sorne contemporary theologians hold. (Cf Paul Evdokimov, 
"Nature", Mid stream 4:2, p. 59) "Nothing in nature is impure 
in itse1f, but the corrupted spirit of the devi1 or of man may 
sully it." If any part of the created order were perfect, that 
is, if its consent to being were perfect, "the corrupted spirit 
of the devi1" could not sully it. But it is not so perfecto 
Because of man evil actually entered the lower world. (H.R., 
p. 18) Nature might not be evil in itself, (Evdokimov) but neither 
is it holy or morally perfecto Therefore it also must be re
deemed. That power which prevents it from fully consenting to 
"the universal system of existence" must be exorcised from it. 

Edwards wou1d not accept the suggestion that "the idea 
TTU of a co~pted, or even of a corrupt, nature cannot render 

credible the personal, total responsibility of man in his act
ion in this world." Nor the suggestion that "evil is always 
caused by the responsib1e act of men." (Wilhelm Dantine, "Cre
ation and Redemption •• . : Attempt at a Theological Interpre
tation in the Light of the Contemporary Understanding of the 
World '~ Mid Stream 4: 2, p. 94) 

The fact that the natural world is imperfect or fallen 
does not destroy m~n's responsibility to the Creator for actions 
in the created order. 
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96 H.R., p. 171. 

97~lis view of the historical process, implicit in Edwards ' 
thought, is explicit~ly set forth in Reinhold Niebuhr's The 
Nature and Destiny of Man, Vol. 2 Chapter 10. ---

98 207. H.R., p. 

99'b'd ~., p. 237. 

100'b'd 
~., p. 274. 

101'b'd 
~., p. 276. 

102'b'd 
~., p. 171. 

103'b'd 
~., p. 275. 

104'b'd 1. 1 • 

105'b'd 
~., p. 276. 

106'b'd 
~., p. 275. 

107'b'd 
~., p. 274. 

108'b'd 2:2-. , p. 275. 

109H • A• , p. 463. 

110'b'd 
~., p. 464. 

lll'b'd 11. 

112H• R., p. 240-241. 

113'b'd 
~., p. 24l. 

l14'b'd 
~., p. 24. 
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115'b'd 241 ~., p. . 

116 H.A., p. 465. 

117These characteristics have been estab1ished in two studies 
dea1ing with Gogarten's thought: Larry Shiner, ~. cit., and 
Harry E. Smith, Secu1arization and the University. In discus
sing these characteristics we do not mean to imp1y an exhaustive 
treatment of Gogarten's understanding of secular activity or 
of the concept of secu1arizatjon. We have omitted, for examp1e, 
any reference to man's re1ationship to and participation in 
history which is integra1 to Gogarten's use of this concept. 
We have mere1y selected two areas approp~ate for our purposes 
and in which Gogarten sees the process of secularization at 
work, viz. "Man's re1ationship to the wor1d as user (and his 
re1ationship) to God as son." (Smith, op. cit., p. 43) 

118 .. , ,,' verhangnls Und Hoffnung der Neuzelt,quoted ln Harry E. Smlth, 
~. cit., p. 29. Hereafter referred to as Verhangnis. 

119'b'd 1 1 • 

120 h' , 1 S lner, ~. ~~t., p. 3 • 

121Sml'th, 't 29 .2P. ~., p. . 

122 'b 'd 11. 

123 h' , S. lner, ~. Clt., p. 32. 

124Sml;th, 't 29 30 ~. ~., p. , . 

125'b'd 1 1 . 

126 h' , 33 S lner, ~. ~lt., p. . 

127 • , verhangnls, p. 97-98, quoted in Shiner, ~. cit., p. 34. 

128S 'th 't 33 ml ,~.~., p. • 

129'b'd 11. 
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130'b'd 
~., 

131. b 'd 
~., 

132 'b 'd ~ ~ . 
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p. 35. 

p. 33 ff. 

133 Verhangnis, p. 14~uoted in Smith, ~. cit., p. 28. 

134 'h 't 28 Sm~t , ~. ~., p. . 

135Gogarten, The Rea1ity of Faith, p. 104, quoted by Smith, 
~. cit., p. 35. 

136 'd t db' h 'b'd He~ egger, quo e y Sm~t , l ~ • 

137 R.A., p. 274. 

138M•O., p. 211. 

139R•A., p. 272. This does not mean that with respect to the 
natura1 wor1d, the exercise of manls reason is in any way re
stricted. liAs to (the) sciences, he hath 1eft us to ourse1ves, 

. to the 1ight of our own reason." (C.K., p. 384) What it does 
mean is that the purposes for which the reason reasons will 
invariab1y be destructive because the reason, uninformed by the 
sense of the heart, will miss the significance of what it dis-
covers. 

140'b'd 
~.l:... ..• , p. 47. 

141smith, ~. cit. , p. 28. 

142'b'd ~., p. 30. 

143 R•A• , p. 383 ff. 

144 
E.e. cit. , p. 76. 

145H•A• , p. 464. 

146T• V., p. 20 ff. 
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147 
R.A., p. 425. 

148 h 'l'Eth' 92 Jo n Macquarr~e, Tlree Issues ~n ~cs, p. . 

149'b'd 
~., 

150'b'd 
~., 

lS1'b'd ~ ~ . 
lS2'b'd ~ 1 • 

153'b'd 
~., 

p. 104. 

p. 107. 

p. 107-108. 

154H•R., p. 17l. 

155H•A., p. 464. 

156M, 
. lSC. 

157'b'd ~ ~ . 

lS8'b'd ~ ~ . 
159 8 . H., 

160w•u., 

161'b'd 
~., 

162M•R• , 

163T•V., 

164'b'd 
~., 

165'b'd 
~., 

166'b'd 
~., 

1263. 

p. 456. 

p. 547. 

p. 546. 

p. 312. 

p. 57 ff. 

p. 58. 

p. 54. 

p. 75. 
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167 'b'd 2:..2:.-. , 

168'b'd 
~., 

169'b'd ~. ~ . 
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p. 55. 

p. 77. 

17D'b'd 31 Th 1 f' t" 1 l' h' ~., p. . e pace 0 JUs ~ce ~n man s re at~ons ~p 
with the natural world will be discussed in section six below. 

171'b'd 61 ~., p. . 

172"The law of love presumes the social context of existence, 
and ... in the Bible this love is to express itself in a vital 
concern for justice. . • . These two conceptions simply cannot 
be separated because they are united in God. Il The Biblical 
Doctrine of Man in Society, p. 168. 

173 E.T., p. 133. 

174Biblical Religion and the Search for Ultimate Reality, p. 46. 

175 't 4 EE· ~., p. . 

176M, 
~sc. 

177'b'd ~ ~ . 

178'b'd ~ ~ . 
179'b'd ~ ~ . 
18DE•C., 

181T•V., 

182 'b'd 
~., 

1830 •8., 

184T• V., 

94. 

p. 485. 

p. 61. 

p. 23. 

p. 168. 

p. 21. 
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1850 • S., p. 194. 

186T•V., p. 63. 

187'b'd 
~., p. 23. 

188'b'd 2:2:.-. , p. 62. 

189'b'd 
~., p. 2l. 

190 'b' d . 
~., p. 162. 

191 Il'' h dh ' James A. Ke er ma~nta~ns t at a erence to a pr~vate system, 
in this case mankind or even sorne group within it, e.g., the 
nation, has become an i11egitimate motive for eco1ogica1 con
cern. He argues that much of this concern is based upon the 
fear that destruction of the non-human environment will invo1ve 
the destruction of the private system. ~ais motive he terms 
"crass se1f-interest". He a1so suggests that some wou1d pro
tect the natural order because of what it contributes to the 
private system either aesthetica11y or material1y. ~ais he 
terms "en1ightened se1f-interest." Neither attitude attributes 
intrinsic value to the natura1 world. The concerns expressed 
by these attitudes would vanish if the natura1 order ceased to 
have value for the private system. ("Types of Motives for Eco
logica1 Concern", Zvgon 6:3, p. 197 ff.) 

192 ' 15. ,S?E. c~t., p. 

193T•V., p. 22. 

194M, l.sc. 4. 

195E•T.·, p. 110. 

196E•C., p. 465 ff. (Birch, ,S?E. cit., p. 23) 

197 Harold schilling,· "A Contemprary Macedonian P1ea", Union 
Seminary Quarter1y Review, 18:2, January 1963, p. 116. 

198Margaret Mead, "Introduction ", Chr istians in a Techno1ogical 
Era, Ed. Hugh C. White Jr., p. 23. 
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199Jean de la Croix Kae1in, G.P., "Faith and Techno10gy", ibid., 

p. 116. 

200F •W., p. 162. 

201R•A• , p. 47. 

202 J •G., p. 369. 

203F •W., p. 256. 

204M• R., p. 317. 

205F •W., p. 133. 

206'b'd l l • 

207 H•R., p. 276-277. 

208c .K• , p. 382. 

209'b'd 
~., p. 377. 

210c .K., p. 382. 

211 ' 117. EE. clt., p. 

212J .G., p. 371. 

213This fact has now been recognized. "If science remains still 

to be accomp1ished it is because the logos of the wor1d still 

remains a hidden logos. The reve1ation of it is bare1y begin

ning, and it is man's privilege to bring it about. We are face 

to face with one of man's fundamenta1 responsibi1ities in rel

ation to the wor1d, of a dimension of his vocation which he is 

on1yjust beginning to recognize. (Francis Russo, Christians in 

a Techno10gica1 Era, p. 97) 

214 , 115 EE· S2:!., p. . 



215'b'd 1 1 • 

216M, 
lSC. 262. 

217M, 
lSC. 1303. 

2l8'b'd 1 1 • 

219T•V., p. 32. 

220'b'd 1 1 • 

221. b , d 
11. 

222Mind 45. 

223'b'd 1 1 • 

224C•C., p. 405 
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225A contemporary theologian also holds that man has been made 
responsible for the rest of the created order. One aspect of 
this responsibility, he suggests, is "the element of advocacy 
for me~Jers of the kingdom of life that cannot effectively re
present their own interests. Oysters, egrets, golden plovers, 
peregrine falcons,leopards, grizzlies: they cannot speak ef
fectively for themselves. But they deserve to be represented 
before the bar of justice. 1I (Julian N. Hartt, "Faith and the 
Informed Use of Natural Resources Il, A New Ethic for a New 
Earth, p. 78) To disregard this principle of justice is to act 
without regard to the whole cornrnunity of life. And "man has no 
effective way of living beyond or outside the kingdom of life. 
So whatever diminishes that kingdom diminishes him both as a 
form of life and as a form of spirit." (ibid.) The alternative 
to justice throughout the whole of the creatëd order, is chaos. 

226 R•A., p. 5I. 

227M•O., p. 205. 

228 D.L., p. 18. 
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229'b'd l l . 

230M•0 • , p. 232. 

231 S•H., p. 456. 

2320 •S., p. 127. 

233M.R • , p. 304. 

234This thought can be traced toEdwards ' appropriation of New

tonls work on the atome In section 88, NS he suggests that 

the natural order was originally so established that 

the various chaoses of Atoms, ..• accord-

ing to the established Laws of Matter, were 

brought into these various and excellent forms, 

adapted to every of God's ends. . .• So the 

Atoms of one Chaos were created in such places, 

of such magnitudes and figures, that the 

Laws of Nature brought them into this form, fit, 

in every regard, for them who were to be the 

inhabitants. (Works, vol. l, p. 760) 

235Mind 1. 

236'b'd l l • 

237 'b 'd l l . 

238'b'd l l • 

2390 •S., 121 p. . 

240 Images 59. 

241 O.S., p. 121. 

242Scientists are discovering that it is in the midst of what 

appears as random or chaotic activity that the creative or fit

ting response of the created order is taking place. 
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If one examines microscopically a developing 

plant or animal structure, he often sees 
thousands of cells, dividing and growing 
in ail directions in apparent chaos. There 

is no chaos however, for despite the seeming 
confusion, a precise structure is slowly unfolding, 

each part and dimension in step with the others. 

(Sinott, ~. cit., p. 180) 

243M. R., 305 p.' . 

244'b'd 1 1 • 

245H•A., 463 p. . 

246'b'd 1. 1 • 

247'b'd 1. 1 • 

248Edwards holds the destructive power inherent in the natural 

order to be the effect of the power of Satan or the devil. 

Satan has the power to introduce into "the true order of things" 

which is the product of the "consent of being to Being" a false 

reality, the product of beings dissent from Being. Yet it is 

a reality. It is "Satan' s visible kingdom on earth." (H.R-:-;-

p. 237) For Ed,wards the natural world represented the true or

der of things because it embodied the divine constitution "which 

makes truth." (O.S., p. 404) That which opposes this truth is 

therefore false. Hence, the power and disorder of Satan, though 

real, are ultimately false. 
A similar theme appears in Bonhoeffer. "There is a 

truth which is of Satan. Its essence is that under the semblan

ce of truth it denies everything that is real. It lives upon 

hatred of the real and of the world which is created and loved 

by God. . . . God's truth has become flesh in the world and 

is alive in the real, but Satan's truth is the death of all real

ity." (Ethics, p. 366) 
The problem to which both Edwards and Bonhoeffer point 

is that of the false reality or truth. The truth for which both 

Edwards and Bonhoeffer were contending is the truth that all 

things are united in God and are tending toward the explicit 

realization of this union. To perce ive this reality in the midst 

of proportion in the created order, is to acquire understanding. 

In Bonhoeffer's words this perception is the perception of wis

dom. 
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The wise man is the one who sees reality as 
it is, and sees into the depths of things. 
That is why only that man is wise who sees 
reality in God. To understand reality is 
not the same as to know about outward events. 
It is to perceive the essential nature of 
things. . . • The wise man will seek to ac
quire the best possible knowledge about 
events but always without becoming dependent upon 
this knowledge. To recognize the significant in 
the factual is wisdom. (Ethics, p. 68-69) 

How one is able to achieve this perception and what cha
racterizes this perception was one of Edwards ' primary con
cerns as he contemplated man's proper relationship to the cre
ated order. Consequently this consideration forms an integral 
element of his own understanding of what this relationship 
should be. 

It was one of his primary concerns because he was con
vinced that aIl events, including "particular disproportions", 
add to or serve the "harmony, subserviency and beauty" (Mise. 
880) that characterizes "the universal proportion. Il He was also 
convinced that the primary tendency of the created order was to
ward life and wholeness rather than death and disintegration. 
"AII the changes brought to pass in the world from age to age, 
are ordered by infinite wisdom in one respect or other to pre
pare the way for that glorious issue of things. . . . AlI the 
creatures in aIl their operations and motions, continually tend 
to this. Il (H.A., p. 464) 

Edwards ' concern was thus two-fold. First, how to per
ceive this reality in the midst of the reality of "Satanls 
visible kingdom. 1I And secondly to know how this truth can be 
made as visible as Satanls. Edwards was concerned to demonstrate 
that the reality of God, so evident in his created works, be 
recognized and assented to as the ultimate reality and that he 
therefore be glorified. This was the purpose of the 'Images. 
IIWherever we are (in the natural order) and whatever we are about, 
we rnay see divine things excellently represented and held forth. 1I 

(Images 70) 
Sorne scientists also main tain that the dominant power 

in the natural order is "order, peace and harmony." Sinnot, 
for example, holds that "there is something in the universe 
that makes for order and form, something especially manifest in 
life, which opposes the tendency of lifeless matter to random
ness and formlessness, sorne sort of organizing patterning force 
in nature. Il (~. cit., p. 188) Life always tends to create 
order out of randomness (ibid.) Consequently, disorder, what
ever its cause, can never~lIthe last thing ll but only "the thing 



( 

-286-

before the last." (Bonhoeffer) Whenever death occurs, the 
methodical or harmonious arrangement of created elements dis
integrates. (ibid.) Yet the ultimate reality is always life. 
For life and its order continually reasserts itself. It reas
serts itself because aIl living stuff is goal-seeking or goal
directed. (ibid., p. 189) And the impulse to achieve this goal 
(wholeness) is such that death can never ultimately dominate it. 

249 F • W ., p. 388. 

250 M.R.,pp.303-305. 

251Misc . 651. 

2520 • B., p. 7. Today the role of trees, leaves and grass in the 
natural world and the effects of their destr,uction both on man 
and on the natural conununity are being forc~bly brought to our 
attention. 

253M, 
lSC. 3. 

254w•u. , p. 547. 

255D•S., p. 485. 

256Misc . 739. 

257 c .F ., p. 491. . 

258'b'd 
~., p. 485. 

259M•R• , p. 304. 

260E•C., p. 476. 

261. b 'd 
~., p. 466. 

262'b'd ..:!:....2:-. , p. 480 • 

263M•R• , p. 307. 
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264Misc • 3. 

265Misc . 1066. 

266E •C., p. 458. 

267 ibid., p. 527. 

268E •C., p. 460. 

269 ibid. 

270 ibid. 

271rmages 70. 

272rmages 57. 

273 E .C., p. 464. 

274 ibid ., p. 530. 

275 ibid. 

276Misc . 976. 

277 E •C., p. 529. 

278 C•K., p. 382. 

279 T•V., p. 22. 

280Misc . 53. 

281Misc • 47. 

282 ibid. 

-287-
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283M•O., 230 p. . 

284'b'd l l • 

285'b'd l l • 

286'b'd l l • 

287 'b' d 
~., p. 214. 

288D•L., p. 17. 

289 R•A., p. 272. 

290'b'd 271 ~., p. . 

291 M.O., p. 210. 

292'b'd ~., p. 205. 

293'b'd 
~., p. 202. 

294'b'd 
~., p. 207 

295'b'd 
~., p. 229. 

296'b'd l l • 

297'b'd 
~. 

ff. 

298D•L• , p. 9, 10. 
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299 In his attempt to reconcile revelation and reason and demons
trate the necessity of each for an adequate understanding of the 
natural world Edwards was reacting against that form of Enlight
enment thought which was associated with Deism. Deism originally 
attempted to harmonize the claims of both reason and revelation. 
Eventually, however, it grew into a form of natural religion in 
which reason became totally divorced from revelation. Deism, 
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that is, rejected the idea that reason had any "metaphysical 
depth. 1I This Edwards could not accept. He held that reason 
was the means of interpreting revelation. And it was 50 simply 
because it contained an e1ement that was receptive to revelat
ion or non-natural knowledge or mystery. He thus rejected 
that concept of natural religion corunon to the eighteenth cen
tury and sought a return to that concept of reality from which 
Deism had departed. 
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301M•O., p. 259. 

302 R•A• , p. 272. 
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304M•O. , p. 305. 

3050 • A ., p. 10. Townsend (EE. cit., p. 10) states that the 
word "indiscerpible" was used by Henry More in discussing im
mortality (The Immortality of the Soul 1659, Vol. l, p. 3). 
This book was in the collection of books at Yale when Edwards 
was there as a student. He uses the word only with reference 
to atoms and not with reference to the soul. 
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3l3Mind 45. 

314 C.C., p. 413. 
As Paul Ramsey points out, whether or not everything is as it 

is because it reflects the divine purpose, was a point of de
bate between Edwards and Watts. (F.W., Editors Introduction,' 
p. 99 ff) The issue of radical contin:Jency as opposed to meta
physical necessity remains current. "The order of nature", 
says Birch, lOis not the order of fixed and determined contri
vances. Nature, including man, is a mixture of order and random
ness." (~. cit., p. 19) That which is might have been other
wise. Such a view, according to Watts' position, implies that 
the sovereign freedom of God "guarantees that nothing but his 
will need be, and that every created thing rnight not have been 
or rnight have been otherwise than it is." (Ramsey,~. cit., 
p. 100) 
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332por example: Paul Santmire, ~. ci~., Glenn C. stone, Ed., 
A New Ethic For A New Earth, Vilmos Vajta, Ed., The Gospel and 
Human Destiny, etc. 
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CHAP'rER IX 

EDWARDS AS INCLUSIONIST AND EXCLUSIONIS'r 

INTRODUCTION 

In his book Crisis in Eden, Frederick EIder suggests 

that man's relationship to the natural world must be viewed from 

two perspectives, the inclusionist perspective and the exclusion

ist perspective. l From the former perspective man is viewed as 

an inextricable part of the natural world. From the latter per

spective manis considered to be set over against the natural 

world and separated from it. 2 

We have investigated Edwards' understanding of the nat

ural world and man's relationship to it and also his approach to 

certain issues raised in this understandin:r. In order to de

termine the significance of his understanding for contemprary 

considerations of this question we shall apply the categories 

proposed by EIder to Edwards' approach to it. These categories 

appear useful for this purpose because Edwards' understanding 

of man's relationship to the natural world would appear to have 

similarities with both orientations. In his insist~nce that aIl 

life is interrelated, Edwards would appear to view this relation

ship from the inclusionist perspective. In his assertion that 

man is different from the rest of the created order and has been 

given the capacity and responsibility to dominate it and use it 
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for his own purposes, he appears to be of the exclusionist per-
suasion. 

In this chapter we shall outline the characteristics of 
both perspectives and discuss the consequences of accepting 

either approach, for an understanding of man's relationship to 
the natural world. We shall then discuss wllether Edwards him
self could be classified as either an inclusionist or~~xclusionist, 
neither one or the other, or both, and whether these categories 
are adequate to account for man's proper relationship to the 

natural world. 

THE EXCLUSIONIST UNDERSTANDING OF MAN'S RELATIONSHIP TO 

THE NATURAL WORLD. 

EIder has identified certain characteristics of the ex-

clusionist viewpoint which maintains a separation between man 
and the natural world. 3 First there is the belief that man is 
the end point of or an "emergent" out of a particular process, 
which,gradually eliminates or subjects aIl forms of life that are 

4 not human. Secondly, then, this group believes that the natural 
world exists to be "conquered" by man and used for his purposes. 
It assumes that when the natural world responds perfectly to 

man's will and plan it acts as it was intended to do. In Teil-
hardIs view, this is the assumption that animates modern science 
which views its task as being the ,"conquest of matter put to the 
service of mankind. ,,5 It seeks knowled!je not only for its own 
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sake but also for power. 6 

The dream upon which human research obscunüy 

feeds is fundamentally that of mastering ... 

the ultimate energy of which aIl other ener

gies are merely servants; and thus ..• seiz

ing the tiller of the world. 7 

Third, this viewpoint can envisage the complete extric-

ation of man from the natural world. It foresees a wholly art if

icial environment, "restructured by the power of the machine.,,8 

Such an environ~1t, in fact, is ~nevitable. ~1e anthropocentric 

view of the natural world is thus deterministic. It will be 

shaped according to manls will and plan. And man wills and plans 

its total control and ultimate destruction. 

Fourth, this group emphasizes manls responsible use of 

his increased power over the natural world. Man has been given 

both the freedom and the means to determine how the natural world 

is to be regulated. In Gogartenls terms, man is to take serious-

ly his responsibility as a free son of God to manage the world 

according to his own purposes and thus actualize for himself the 

freedom that is his. In organizing the natural world according 

to his own best judgment, man frees himself from bondage to it. 

He is now responsible for it, no longer responsible before it. 

In Bonhoeffer's words, man, before God, exercises his respon-

sibility for the natural world in complete independence, relying 

on his own rational capacity to determine what to do, etsi deus 

non daretur. 9 

l 
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This Ieads to a fifth characteristic viz. that the nat-

ural world, if it is to be understood, must be "desacralized." 

"This disenchantment of the natural world provides an absolutè 

d 't' f th dIt f t l' 10 precon J. J.on or e eve opmen 0 na ura sCJ.ence." Nature 

is not a "divine entity", it does not define God. Man is not 

part of the natural world, it does not define him. Consequently, 

"nature is neither his brotherl\.or his god. "Il He is in no sense 

united with it, he is its master. It therefore can hold no ul-

timate mystery for him because God alone is ultimately mysterious 

and in this view nature and God are separated. The anthropo-

centric view of the natural world therefore is both Deistic and 

mechanical. 

This means, in the sixth place, that with respect to the 

natural world man is the measure of aIl things. If man stands 

outside the natural world and determines how it is to be used, 

he establishes the relative value of aIl elements that constitute 

it. The natural world 

does not come to man already finished and 
ordered. It cornes in part confused and form
less and receives its significance from man 
. . . . God does not simply insert man into 
a world filled with. • .relationships and 
meaning patterns already established by de
cree. Man must fashion them himself. He 
doesn't simply discover meaning, he originates it. 12 

Man originates meaning. Meaning is what man does. And 

what man does is reduce his natural environment to a series of 

problems which can be managed. Having desacralized the natural 
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world, it becomes merely lia set of problems, not an unfathomable 

13 mystery." pragmatism is also a characteristic of the exclusion-

ist stance. Because, with respect to the natural world, truth 

is what man does rather than what things are in themselves, the 

reality of the natural world is what man decides it is. 

The natural world is therefore man's world. It is es-

tablished for him and given to him "through divine intentional-

't ,,14 
~ y. The exclusionist view sees the natural world as that 

which is given to man for a home, a habitat, a place in which 

. to live. But this habitat is disorganized, unf inished, and con-

sequently lacking in meaning. It must therefore be organized, 

improved upon and given meaning. The exclusionist views his hab-

itat as improvable by human effort. He feels that man must build 

his "home" on the basis of a given foundation. 'l11e foundation, 

the raw material, is the Creator's free gift to man. ~1at sort 

of a home man builds on what has been "given" is his responsib-

ility. 

In the ninth place the exclusionist views the natural 

world ahistorically. Both man and God have a history from which 

the natural world is excluded. It is because neither man nor God 

is defined by his relationship to the natural world that both are 

freed for history.lS In Carl Micha,lson's words, "Nature and 

history are structures in reality so fundamenta11y different. . . 

h h h " 16 t ey ave not J.ng ~n common." ~1ey are different because it 

is on1y in the structure of rea1ity that is history that the 
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t , f ' , 'd 17 ques lOn 0 meanlng lS ralse . Meaning is not raised in the 

natural realm because in itself it is meaningless. It is meaning-

less because it says nothing about man. It is "the structure'of 

reality exterior to and silent about man. ,,18 It excludes man -

and he cannot enter it. "Over against us, we can only enter into 

the reality of nature theoretically, without any consciousness 

of ourselves.,,19 And because nature has no meaning in itself, 

it must be given meaning by man. Man has responsibility for it. 

It becomes, therefore, "an attribute of man's approach to real

't ,,20 l y. 

Finally, because the natural world is meaningful only 

in terms of the uses to which it is put by man, the exclusionist 

views it as "neutral with respect to the ultimate wisdom or rat-

21 ionality and also neutral with respect to virtue or goodness." 

Because the natural world cannot choose, it cannot be responsible, 

wise, or virtuous. It simply is. Man m3.nifests, exerts and at-

tains his humanity by asserting,his transcendence of and domin-

ion over the natural corrununity. It is this humanity, realized 

in his transcendence of the natural world, that makes man a non

natural element in the created order. 22 The value of the nat-

ural world lies in its usefulness to man. The purpose of the 

natural cornrnunity is to serve that which has no part in it. It 

is this separation or exclusion from the natural world that makes 

23 man, man. 
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THE INCLUSIONIST UNDERSTANDING OF MAN'S RELATIONSHIP 

TO THE NATURAL WORLD. 

Over against the exclusionists, Elder places a secvnd 

group, the inclusionists. ~1ese also are identified by a number 

of characteristics. The first is the belief that the life of 

the natural order is interrelated and that man is a part of this 

life. Man "is as much a part of nature as rocks and trees and 

h . l 24 ct: er anlma s. Il No element in the created order can be inde-

pendent. ~lerefore man is dependent for his existence upon the 

rest of the created order. This whole order is so interdependent 

that the actions of each element in it affect every other element. 

And what happens to any one element has its effect on every other 

element. According to this view, the natural world cannot be 

viewed in isolated fragments because it is so ordered that it 

is impossible even to change merely one thing. 

A second characteristicof the inclusionist viewpoint, 

therefore, is an insist~nce on the need for the maintenance of 

balance, equilibrium or proportion in the natural world, which 

. d . 25 l' d . lS ynamlc. No one e ement lS to assume un ue lmportance re-

lative to the whole. An element of control is therefore neces-

sary in order that no one element grow or diminish inordinately. 

If the former occurs other elements are excluded and the whole 

becomes unstable and in danger of collapse. If the latter oc-

curs there can be no growth and therefore no life. Or if there 
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is growth it cannot be fully dimensional. 

The more diverse the elements of the created order the 

"healthier" it is. 

Nature is not a chaos of warring factions 
but a complex and intricate system of 
balances in which aIl living things share 
and to which they aIl contribute. The 
consequence of this fact is that the richer a 

natural community is in forms and species 
.•. the greater its chance to survive and pros

per. 26 

The implication of this statement is that aIl elements of the 

created order have a function and therefore a value in themsel-

27 
ves. Consequently they are not to be destroyed or disregarded 

simply because these functions are not readily apparent or under

stood. 28 

A third characteristic of the inclusionist perspective 

is its emphasis on individuality. Each element in the natural 

world is to be preserved and supported because each makes a con-

tribution. to the whole and receives the contribution of other 

elements in a way that is unique. ~le wl10le of the created or-

der suffers when the contribution of any one element in it is 

destroyed. Because this contribution can be made by no other, 

the diversity of the whole is therefore also to a greater or 

lesser extent destroyed. Creativity cornes with diversity. Con

sequently "the inclusionists emphasize the individual pèicisely 

f h k f d ' 't 29 
or t e sa e 0 l.verSl y." 

A fourth characteristic of this group is its belief in 
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or espousal of the evolutionary process. 30 Evolution has been 

characterized by one scientist as "a natural process which has 

transcended itself.,,31 As seen by the inclusionist this process 

has two characteristics. In the first place it is creative, in 

the second, it is progressive. It is seen as progressive in the 

sense that it presents a "hierarchy of complexity" culminating 

in man. 32 The evolutionary process, of which man is a part, is 

not the product of chance, but of purpose, "a striving which is 

goal-directed. ,,33 This purpose. is seen in the fact that each 

"level" or stage of development contributes to the fulfillment 

or goal of each successive stage. The chance events that occur, 

which seem to deny that the evolutionary process is goal-directed, 

are seen by the inclusionist as being the servant of purpose. 

"Furpose and accident ... feed upon one another.,,34 The inclus-

ionist consequently views the created order as a "hierarchy of 

complexity" in which "each level of the hierarchy includes that 

below. Knowledge of included levels is. necessary but is not suf

ficient for complete understanding of those more inclusive. ,,35 

The inclusionist sees the evolutionary process as creative 

in that it produces new forms of life36 and therefore new val-

37 
ues. These values do not consist solely in the fact that a 

new form of life is physically present. Value also resides in 

the fact that this new form of life brings with it new beauty. 

"Evolution .•. is .•. continuously creating new things. And 

many if not most of these appear to us to have value, at least in 

l 
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the sense of being beautiful. ,,38 And this beauty resides not 

only in the organism itself but in the part it plays in the whole 

designed system. Beauty for the inclusionist consists in re-' 

lationship. Mlat constitutes the perfection of relationship is 

proportion. What constitutes the beauty of a relationship is 

thus also proportion. Consequently, when relationships in the 

natural community break down, "certain elements in a design ap-

t t f t · 39 pear 0 us ou 0 propor ~on." And since man is also part of 

the natural order, he too must participate in these relationships. 

consequently, "our organs and senses are so constituted as to be 

in harmony with the proportions and rhythms associated with these 

things" 40 (Le. aIl other elements). And when we disrupt this 

harmony, we experience a conflict "with the rhythms that we con-

41 sciously or unconsciously apprehend in the external world." 

The beauty and proportion of the natural world is not intangible. 

It is an integral dimension of reality. In fact, "the empirical 
. . 42 

and aesthetic are ~nseparable aspects of the same real~ty." 

The inclusionist also sees the evolutionary process as 

creative "in the whole interrelation of organism with environ-

. t d" 43 ment, an~ma e, an ~nan~mate." The environment, for the in-

clusionist, is all-ernbracing. It includes the action of one 

species on another. The environment influences the organism, 

molds it and alters it. And the organism, through its response, 

affects and alters its environment.' "Modes of behavour (response) 

... com)ine with external circumstances to de termine the nature 
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of the effective environment. 1I44 This statement applies equally 

to human and non-human organisms. IOEven very humble organisms 

also must learn about their environments and ways of life.,,45, 

The inclusionist sees the evolutionary process as all-em-

bracing. Because of this it sees aIl created elements in pur-

poseful, rationally perceptible relationship. This means that 

the whole of reality is viewed as community. This is a fifth 

characteristic of the inclusionist stance.' Dubos establishes 

three criteria for determining the reality of community in the 

natural world: communication among the elements that constitute 

the social order, the integration of their activities and the 

subordination of special interest to group interest or need. 46 

It is his contention that aIl three criteria are fulfilled in 

the natural world. 47 

The inclusionist views each element of the created order 

48 as a source of wonder. ~1is is a sixth characteristic of his 

perspective. He perceives the natural world with a IOsense of awe 

and marvel. Il He perceives "the extraordinary in the ordinary." 

He has "an awareness of the numinous" in it which is beyond empir

ical investigation and without which man would not be man. 49 ~1e 

whole of the natural world, in fact, "is one vast miracle •• ,50 

Sorne see this mystery or miracle in the various stages of the 

evolutionary process lOin the sense that they appear to be es-

sentially unforeseeable whileat the same time exhibiting over-
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Il ' 51 a cons ~stency . Il Others simply see life itself as a mystery. 

"That anything should exist at aIl is the ultimate miracle with 

which nature confronts us. 11
52 

We have stated the characteristics of the inclusionist 

and exclusionist views of the natural world and man's relation-

ship to it. The exclusionist position is characterized by the 

following propositions: 

1) Man is the end point of a process which has preceded 

him and out of which he has grown. Man grows out of the natural 

world. 

2) The natural world exists for man's use. 

3) Man does not need the natural world and will ulti-

mately learn to live without it. 

4) Man is responsible (to himself) for his use· of the 

natural world. 

5) The natural world is not ultimately a mysterious 

world. 

6) The value of the natural world is determined by man. 

7) The natural world can be understood and mastered if 

it is viewed as a series of problems to be systematically in-

vestigated. 

8) The natural world represents the "raw material" with 

which man is to construct a home according to his specifications. 

9) The natural world is ahistorical. 
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10) The natural world is ethically neutral. 

The inclusionist position is characterized by the follow-

. YO .. lng pefpOsltlons: 

1) Man is an integral inescapable element of the natural 

order. 

2) The dynamic equilibrium of the created order must be 

maintained. 

3) The individuality of each element in the created 

order is to be respected and supported. 

4) The evolutionary process is progressive and creative. 

5) The natural world is characterized by cornmunity. 

6) The natural world is mysterious. 53 

EDWARDS AS INCLUSIONIST AND EXCLUSIONIST. 
an. \.\ 

To what extent was Edwards an inclusionist or" exc ll\s ion-

ist? Edwards' understanding of the natural world and man's re-

lationship to it has similarity with the exc1usionist perspec-

tive in the fo11owing particulars. 

1) Edwards supports the position that man is in sorne 

way separa te from the natural world and is required ta exercise 

dominion over it. 

Mankind are the principal parts of the visible 
creation. They have understanding, are volun
tary agents and can produce works of their 
own will, design and contrivance, as God does. 
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This is that in which the Creator has made 
men to differ from the rest of the Creation, 
and by which he has set him over it, and by 
which he governs the inferior creatures, 
and uses them for himself. 54 

This understanding implies a denial of the assertion of 
sorne inclusionists that the natural world has not been organized 
for man's benefit. DuboSi for example, quotes Francis Bacon dis-
approvingly. 

Man/if we look to find causes, may he regarded 
as the center of the worldi inasmuch that 
if man were taken away from the world, the 
rest would seem to he aIl astray, without 55 aim or purpose, ... and leading to nothing. 

This statement, however, hears marked reseITÙ)lance to Edwards' 

view that man serves as the consciousness of the natural world56 

and that it serves its purpose as long as man himself remains. 

(Man) the end of aIl is equivalent to the 
whole. Therefore there is no need of any
thing else to he preservedi nothing is lost, 
no part is in vain. If the end of aIl is 
preserved, aIl is preserved, hecause he is 
aIl, the rest is only for his occasional 
use. The heasts suhserve man's use in the 
present statei and then, though they cease, 
yet their end is obtained, and their good'57 which is their end, remains still in man." 

2) Edwards emphasizes man's responsihility to the nat-
ural world. Yet he would disagree with those who see him solely 
as God's partner and not also as his steward, accountahle to Him 
for his activity in the natural order~ He also could not accept 
the "pragmatic" approach to this order hecause of his helief in 
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the interrelatedness of aIl life. 

3) Edwards supports the assertion that the natural 

world was intended as man's home or habitat. Yet, he would not 

accept that this habitat is imperfect because it has not been 

completely controlled or made perfectly conformable to man's 

transient purposes. It is imperfect because it is imperfectly 

related. to its Creator. 

In two particulars Edwards' position directly contradicts 

that of sorne exclusionists. 

4) Edwards holds that the natural world is historical 

in character. It participates in that process which is history. 

This position is opposed to that held by those exclusionists who 

assert that the natural world is ahistorical. 

5) Edwards also implies that the natural world is not 

ethically neutral. It participates in the source of aIl reason, 

wisdom, goodness, virtue or love. ~1ese are the characteristics 

of its constitution. It actively seeks to maintain that beauty 

which manifests the love of its Creator. In this it supports 

His purpose. It is therefore not ethically neutral. 

Edwards' perspective is also similar to that of the in-

clusionist in some respects. 

1) Edwards holds that man is an inescapable element of 

the natural order. 
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2) He contends for the importance and integrity of each 

element of the natural cornrnunity. 

3) He sees the natural world maintained in a dynamic' 

equil ibr ium of continuity and alteration. 

4) He views the created order in terms of an increasing-

ly complex order of being in which each stage incorporates that 

which precedes it. 

5) He finds value in every stage of this process, and 

new value created, as each stage in the process is attained. 

6) He finds the interrelationship of aIl elements to be 

creative in that it is in this relationship that life is both 

actualized and secured. For example, "the earth answers the 

WOITÙJ" for plants who in turn serve the animal kingdom who in turn 

58 serve man. 

7) He maintains that the natural world is of a mysterious 

order which can be interpreted but never fully penetrated. 

The book of Scripture is the interpreter 
of the book of nature ... by declaring to us 
those spiritual mysteries that are indeed 
signified and typified in the constitution 
of the natural world. 59 

The elements that constitute Edwards' understanding of 

the natural world and man's relationship to it are reflected in 

his treatment of the issues which arise out of that understanding. 

Sorne of these issues can be treated by the exclusionist - in-

clusionist perspectives. These perspectives, however, contri-
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bute little to others. TIlis is true specifically with respect to 

the following. 

The Fall. Edwards perceived a disharmony and an imper

fection in the natural order. TItis imperfection he attr ibuted 

to the destructive force which entered into the creation when 

man fell. Neither the inclusionist nor exclusionist view accounts 

for the destructive element in the natural world. 

Estrangement. Similarly, neither of these perspectives 

accounts for the "formless yawning Il perce ived by many. While 

both place man within the natural order, neither can adequately 

account for his uniqueness in this order, nor the reason for his 

destruction of it. And neither perspective establishes the 

meaning of the natural order or proposes a principle by which the 

seeming diversity and contingency of natural events can be uni-

fied. They provide no principle of integration for the multi-

tude of finite and contradictory purposes to which man puts the 

natural world. 

The Holy Spirit. It is Edwards' doctrine of the Holy 

Spirit which specifically forces both the inclusionist and ex-

clusionist to consider what man is to do with the technical 

power he increasingly acquires. Neither approach raises the 

question of the norm by which man exercises his dominion. The 

assumption is made that it is man's reason that determines this 

exercise. But neither the inclusionist nor the exclusionist con-
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sider the source of man's power and reason and the norm under 

which both are employed. 'Ihe inclusionist maintains that the 

natural world is characterized by mystery. But he does not 

identify the character of this mystery or its implications for 

man's relationship to the natural order. 

'Ihis Edwards attempts to do in his doctrine of the Holy 

Spirit. By it, he seeks to relate the power available to man to 

manipulate his environment, man's responsibility for exercising 

this power, and the sovereign will of a Creato~ who unites aIl 

antinomies in one purpose. Each of these elements for Edwards 

is a mystery, but also a reality with which man must deal. Con

sequently his doctrine of the Spirit provides an ethical dimen

sion to a consideration of man's relationship to the natural 

world which is not present in either the inclusionist or exclu

sionist perspective. 

Reason and Revelation. Edwards' treatment of this issue 

forces both the inclusionist and exclusionist to consider whether 

theirview of reality is adequate and whether human reason in 

itself is adequate to allow man to properly use the natural 

world and modify it to serve his legitimate needs. 

Edwards emphasizes the necessity of the use of reason to 

determine the reality of the created order. The knowledge gained 

from this is essential for an adequate conception of man's relation

ship to this order. He thereforesufPorts the position of both 
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~e, 
the inclusionist and"exclusionist who hold~ that man is required 

to investigate the natural world in order to understand it. 

Such an investigation cannot yield the basis of reality. But' it 

can yield a knowledge of the form reality takes in the created 

order. 

For both the inclusionist and exclusionist the form of 

reality must be reality. Neither category provides for a means 

of going beyond that which is materially apparent. This Edwards 

attempts to do. He attempts this first by his doctrine of the 

Holy Spirit whOmhe sees inhering in the natural order and sus-

taining its life. He attempts it, secondly, in his coupling of 

the use of reason with the necessity of revelation. Edwards af-

firms that there is a natural revelation. ~le created order 

does present itself as mysterious. Beyond this affirmation the 

inclusionist cannot go. Edwards maintains that in the providen-

ce of the Creator, the natural world can be seen as an empirical 

and phenomenal world in interdependent relationship. Neither 
-\-he 

the inclusionist nor"exclusionist category can maintain this be-

cause neither can account for the basis of this relationship. 

SUMMARY 

Edwards' understanding of the natural world and man's 

relationship to it has greater affinity with the inclusionist un-

derstanding than the exclusionist understanding. Yet, he cannot 
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be classified exclusively as one or the other, according to the 

criteria we have established. His position, therefore, is a de

niaI of Elder's thesis that "the gulf between the two general. 

positions is too great to be spanned by sorne bridge of compro

mise. One must stand on one side or the other.,,60 We do not 

suggest that Edwards' position was the result of a conscious at

tempt to mediate two extreme positions or compromise the elements 

of both. Rather, we suggest that because of his understanding of 

the nature of man, of the significance of the created order and 

of the nature of the Godhead, he would view any other position 

as a compromise of those elements necessary to a knowledge and 

glorification of the Creator. 

We also conclude that the inclusionist - exclusionist 

perspectives are not sufficient to allow for a proper understand

ing of the natural world and man's relationship to it. Both of 

these perspectives ignore the dislocation inherent in the natural 

order and neither can account for its mystery or the significance 

of this mystery for man's relationship to the natural world. Both 

are defective in their unexamined assumption that man's reason 

alone is sufficient to determine how the natural world may best 

be used. And both are defective in their assumption that either 

reason will eventually solve aIl that is now regarded as myster

ious in the natural order, or that it cannot in any way penetrate 

this mystery or de termine its significance for man's relationship 

to the created order. ~1ese are areas where Edwards' understand-
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ing of the natura1 order and of the nature of man is more in

clusive than either the inclusionist or exclusionist perspec

tive. Consequently we find him to be more helpful than either. 
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Because evolution for Chardin means "an ascent to con
sciousness and freedom, supported by an ever greater complexity 
of the nervous system and the brain" (ibid., p. 80) man, while 
remaining a part of the natural world, also stands at its head. 
Man for Chardin is both a part of and separate from the natural 
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is such that they react to the same laws of their environment 
similarly, ev en though man represents lia radical advance on all 
forms of l He that have gone before him". (ibid., p. 184) 
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mation consists in "the accession'to the power of reflection" 
(ibid.). Through this power, which is man's alone, he not only 
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is exclusively an exclusionist in his understanding of manls 
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thought. 
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CHAPTER X 

THE UNIQUENESS AND SIGNIFICANCE OF EDWARDS' 

UNDERSTANDING OF THE NATURAL WORLD 

AND MAN'S RELATIONSHIP TO IT 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter we shall summarize Edwards' understand-
ing of the natural world and man's relationship to it, as weIl 
as the uniqueness and significance of this understanding. We 
shall then outline the conclusions we have drawn from this study 

in reply to the position of A. V. G. Allen elaborated in the pre-
face. A final section considers two criticisms that might be 
made of Edwards' understanding of the natural world, and to what 
extent they render invalid this understanding. 

EDWARDS' UNDERSTANDING OF MAN'S RELATIONSHIP TO THE NATURAL 
WORLD 

In answer to the question, what is Jonathan Edwards' 

understanding of the natural world and man's relationship to it, 
we find this understanding to be constituted by the following 
propositions: 

1) Man is a part of and one with the natural world. 

~1US the beasts are made like man, in aIl kinds 
of them there is an evidertt respect had to the 
body of men, in the formation and contrivance 
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of their bodies, though the superior ~re more 
in conformity and the inferior less. Thus 
they have the same senses, the same sensitive 
organs, the same meTIÙ)erS, head, teeth, tongues, 
nostrils, heart, lungs, bowels, feet, etc. And 
from the lowest animal to the highest, you will 
find an analogy, though the nearer you come 
to the highest, the more you may observe of 
analogy'- And so plants, that are yet an inferior 
sort of beings, they are in many things made 
in imitation of animaIs: they are propagated 
by seed which produce others of the same kind; 
the earth answers to the wornbi there is some
thing that answers to generation in the floweri 
there is a male part that impregnates the female 
part. . . . They are like animaIs in their 
growing by nourishment, running in veins, in 
suffering and dying by wounds and in sorne of 
them there is an image of sensitiveness. l 

2) Man is separate from the natural worldi he is not 

simply a continuation of nature. Man's freedom, perception, will 

and responsibility set him apart from that with which he is in-

escapably related. Only man is created in the image of God. 

He alone possesses a mind which is complete in its kind and the 

product of "an absolutely arbitrary operation. ,,2 

3) The life of the created order, of which man forms a 

part, can be maintained only in interdependence, that is, in 

corrununity. There is 

a mutual subserviency of aIl the various parts 
of the world. This great body is as much one, 
and aIl the meTIÙ)ers of it mutually dependent 
and subservient, as in the body of man one 
part is so and acts so and is in every respect 
ordered so as constantly to promote the design 
that others are made for. . .. In aIl the 
immense variety of thingsthat there are in 
the world, every one has such a nature and is 

l 
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so ordered in every respect and circumstance 
as to comply with the rest of the universe, 
and to fall in with and subserve to the pur
poses of the other parts. 3 

This means the natural world is dependent upon man for 
its existence. Because man retains the natural image of God, he 
has power to exercise dominion over it. He also has responsib-
ility for it, because he is its "consciousness". He of aIl the 
creatures has the freedom to exercise choice. He therefore has 
the possibility of not furthering or supporting or consenting 
to the design according to which it was created and the purpose 
for which it was designed. Man determines the manner in which 
and the extent to which the purpose of the natural world is real-
ized. 

Conversely, man is dependent upon the natural world for 
his existence. It was given to him for his use. It is the means 
by which he relates to himself. It is the means by which he is 
nourished. It is the habitat in which he lives. It is the means 
of the Creatorls self-communication. ~lat is communicated is 
the will of the Creator. ~lat the Creator wills is community. 
Apart from comnunity life is impossible. Consequently, apart 
from the community of the natural world, man cannot exist. He 
therefore cannot execute his dut Y to his Creator: he cannot glo-
rify his Creator. Man requires the naturalworld in order to 
function as man: that is, in order to exercise the creative pow-
ers given to him for that purpose, and in order, thereby, to 
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glorify his Creator. 

4) The natural world is a fallen world and therefore it 

is man' s enemy. It is "a world in which good and evil are so' 

mixed together as tO,be a sure sign that this world is not to 

'f 4 cont1nue orever." In it, the rule of Satan is visible. 5 This 

rule is characterized by hate or disunion because it is the enemy 

of 10ve. 6 The natural world, then, partakes of the quality of 

hell, which is a realm in which love to God and love to his cre-

ation are absent. 

No love to God will ever be felt in hell, but 
every one there perfectly hates him, and so 
will continue to hate him; and without any 
restraint will express their hatred to him. 
And though they aIl join together in their en
mit y and opposition to God, yet there is no 
union or friendliness among thernselves: 
they agree in nothing but hatred, and the 
expression of hatred. 7 

Hell is a realm of hatred because it is that realm from 

which the God of love has removed himself. consequently "in hell 

aIl those principles will reign and rage that are contrary to 

love, without any restraining grace to keep them within bounds.,,8 

And this is the purpose of helli to be a realm to which aIl that 

is disproportionate and contrary to love in the created order 

can be removed and in which it can be perfectly exposed to the 

Creator's wrath. ~1rough the removal of this destructive force, 

the natural order will be restored to its proper state. 
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AlI things in the wide universe that are hate

fuI shall be gathered together in hell, as in 

a vast receptacle provided on purpose, that 

the universe which God made may be cleansed 
of its filthiness by casting it aIl into this 

great sink of wickedness and woe. It is a 
world prepared on purpose for the expression 
of Godls wrath. He has made hell for this, 

and he has no other use for it but there to 
testify forever his hatred of sin and 
sinners, where there is no token of love or 

mercy. There is nothing there but what 9 

shows forth the divine indignation and wrath. 

Hell is the realm of Godls wrath. Its effects are felt 

in the created order. For it is the realm of Satan who has been 

permitted "toexercise a high, proud, and almost uncontrolled 

dominion in the world, a long time before Christ finally conquers, 

and utterly ruins his visible kingdom."IO 

Because of the presence of this "visible kingdom" the 

natural world is amJiguous. Because there is an element in it 

which actively opposes the will of the Creator, it also opposes 

the best interest of those who consent to this will. It 

devours men and eats them up. As we see this 

our mother that brought us forth and at whose 

breasts we are nourished is cruel to us, she 
is hungry for the flesh of her children, and 
swallows up mankind, one generation after 
another, in the grave, and is insatiable in 
her appetite. SO she does mystically those 

that live bY,the breasts of the earth and 
depend on wo;dly things for happinessi the 
earth undoes and ruins them. It makes them 
miserable forever. ll 

The natural world is manls friend in that it supports him 

and provides the means for his inter-relationship and for the 
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glorification of his Creator. But it also seeks his destruction 

and tempts him to idolatry. Thus there exists between man and 

the natural world a mutual subserviency and a mutual enmity. '~1e 

former consists in a mutual consent to each other's equality, a 

mutual concern for each other's happiness and a mutual concern 

for the Creator 1 s. glory. ~e latter is manifest in their mutual 

destruction. ~1is destruction is occasioned by the absence of 

love. The natural world, because it is a fallen world, is ~'~lso 

a realm in which love or consent fails of expression. It is there-

fore also a realm in which the enmity of God is manifest, although 

its predominant characteristic remains the manifestation of the 

love of God. 

5) The natural order, then, is the medium through which 

the Creator communicates both his wrath and his love. God com-

municates both his love of his creation and his enmity toward 

that which opposes his will and seeks to separate the creation 

from its Creator, through the introduction of dissent into 

it. In this two-fold communication the Creator manifests his 

nature as the one who loves that which secures the happiness 

of the creature and who has enmity for that which destroys 

it. Both the love and the wrath of the Creator are equally 

realities in the natural world. But both are manifestations of 

the divine self-love. ~1Us there is but one reality. 'l11e real-

ity that is of Satan is but a subordinate reality, a reality 

which points to that which incorporates it. It exists "but for 

a little while" in order that the wrath of the Creator might find 
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expression. For this reason he allows Satan "to exercise a 

high, proud and almost uncontrolled dominion ll • Both his wrath 

and his love are aspects of the Creator's self-love and a vin~ 

dication and assertion of his sovereign will. 

6) The mystery of the natural world, in its positive and 

negative aspects, surpasses man's understanding. ~1e love of 

the Creator and the irrational opposition to this love, both 

manifest in the created order, are equally incomprehensible. 

The natural world can be known and interpreted, but not fully 

understood. For it represents the self-revelation and self-com-

munication of the Creator; the medium through which he offers 

himself to his creatures. 

And if it be said that spirit acts on matter, 

and matter on spirit, by an established law 
of the creator, .which is no other than a 
fixed method of his producing effect; still 
the manner how it is possible to be, will be 
inconceivable. We can have no conception 
of any way or manner, in which GOd2 who is 
pure Spirit, can act upon matter. l 

Consequently "difficulties and incomprehensible mysteries are 

reasonably to be expected in a declaration from God. lIl3 

7) Although "the mysteries that are observable in the 

system of the natural world" are many, 14 "the system of nature" 

is not all mystery. The purpose of the Creator's self-communicat-

ion in the natural world is "to teach mankind and to inform their 

understandings."lS And "men are capable of understanding as much 

~l 
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as lS revealed, and as much as lS pretended to ne revealed, though 

they can't understand everything that belongs to the things re-

16 vealed." Man has been given lia capactty of seeing (God) in' 

his works" in order that he might see and consent to His glory.17 

consequently, through an improvement in the knowledge of the 

natural world, there can be a "vast improvement" in man's under-

standing of the nature and design of the Creator toto the end of 

18 
the world." 

8) Man's response to the natural world represents the 

extent to which the Creator's revelation in it is experienced 

in its negative or positive aspects. If he relates to the natural 

order justly, as one who has been given the freedom and responsib-

ility to exercise dominion over it, he acts in conformity with 

the true order of things. Consequently, the cornrnunity of the 

whole created order is maintained. The Creator wills this com-

munity. In it man is sustained and finds life. He there dis-

covers the love of the Creator. When he violates this cornrnunity, 

however, he opposes the will of the Creator and destroys that by 

which he is sustained and which is an expression of the Creator's 

love. M1ere this love has been obliterated, disproportion and 

dislocation predominate. The natural order becomes the realm of 

hello 

9) The natural world is, therefore, the means the Cre-

ator has chosen to exercise judgment on man. For in their res-
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ponse to the natural world men demonstrate the extent of their 

consent to the Creatorls sovereignty and therefore the extent 

19 to which they "have procured his wrath and hatred on themselves." 

~le natural world represents God's invitation to friend-

ship. It signifies that he does not desire to be manls irrecon-

ciliable enemy. If man rejects the invitation he makes God his 

enemy. He acts in opposition to·him because he does not "willing-

ly comply that God should have dominion over the world, and that 

he should govern it for his ownglory, according to his own wis-

d 
,,20 omo God is therefore justified in visiting his wrath upon 

those who, in their treatment of the natural world,show that they 

"care not what becomes of God's glory (and) are not distressed 

how much so ever his honour seems to suffer in the world.,,21 He 

is justified when he "advance(s) his own glory in the ruin of 

(their) welfare, not caring how much (their) interest suffers 

b 't ,,22 Y ]. • In this way dislocation and the destructive force in 

the natural order become the instrument of his judgment, which 

he executes against man who seeks his private interest in op-

position to the "true order of things" and who values the glory 

of the Creator "no more than the dirt under (his) feet.,,23 

THE UNIQUENESS OF EmvARDS 1 UNDERSTANDING OF 'rHE NATURAL 

WORLD AND ~~IS RELATIONSHIP TO IT. 

We have stated that with respect to his understanding of 

creation we find Edwards to be original with respect to the Bib-



·r·--···· 

-327-

lical material in six particulars: 

1) The manner in which he combines a belief in creation 

ex nihilo with a belief in creation ad extra. -----
2) His distinction between a primary and secondary 

creation. 

3) His attempt to maintain a transcendence and immanence 

in relating the Creator to his creation. 

4) His view of the creation as the medium of the Cre-

ator1s self-giving to the creature. 

5) His view of the creation as the medium of the Cre-

ator1s self-communication. 

6) His sacramental viewof the created order. 

We now suggest that with specifie reference to man1s 

relationship to the natural world Edwards makes explicit what is 

implicit in the Biblical material or is original, in the following 

particulars. 

1) His contention that man is required to study the 

natural world and gain knowledge of its systems, as a function 

of his exercise of religion. Religion is IIthe very business of 

men for which God made them. 1I24 True religion consists in love 

to the Creator and a hatred or opposition to those purposes and 

designs which are not his. IIThe essence of aIl true religion 

lies in holy love. Il And IIfrom love arises hatred of those things 

which are contrary to what we love, or which oppose and thwart 
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us in those things that we delight in. 1I25 

Those things that are contrary to love are those things 

which cause disproportion in the created order. IIThe want of 

this proportion is a deformity because it is a manifestation of 

a defect of .•. love. 1I26 Those things that cause disproportion 

are those things which act contrary to the design of the Creator, 

or to the "true order of things." Consequently, love to the 

Creator is manifest in an attempt to understand his design and 

fall in with it. 27 In this the Creator is glorified. 

2) His contention that such knowledge yields a know-

ledge of the Creator. The natural world is the medium of the 

Creatorls self-revelation. IIThe system of nature ... (is) the 

voice of God to intelligent creatures, a manifestation and dec

laration of himself to mankind. 1I28 Man has been given the cap-

acity to investigate the natural world and thereby to "see God 

. h' k 29 ln lS wor s. Il 

3) His contention that such knowledge can never yield 

complete understanding of the Creator. ~lis because of the mys-

tery of the Creator who inheres in his creation and because "there 

are several things pertaining to the things revealed which God 

30 has not revealec1." 

4) His view that the natural world represents the limits 

of the exercise of manls delegated power and authority. The nat-

ural world is continually being sustained and created by the Cre-
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ator. Man signifies his consent to this exercised sovereignty 

of the Creator through his attempt to support his sustaining 

and creative activity, and his willingness to consent to the in-

herent equality in His design. ~1e natural world has a right 

to exist~nce. Its right is based on its importance in this de-

signe This right, therefore, limits the use to which man puts it 

and the exploitation to which he subjects it. 

Internally, the natural world also represents the limits 

of man's dominion over it in that it is mystery. Man can only 

treat with caution and reverence that which he cannot understand 

fully. Attempts to exercise unlimited dominion over that which 

cannot be understood can only lead to chaos and the "destruction 

1 k h ,31 1 pt 'h ' of God s wor mans J.p. Il Man s attem~ to attaJ.n suc power J.S 

his attempt to act without regulation. And when this happens aIl 

things are "remedilessly in the utmost deformity, confus.ion and 

, 32 rUJ.n. Il 

5) His contention that the natural world will be des-

d h l 'Il ,33 troyed an t at man a one WJ. remaJ.n. If this happens nothing 

will be lost, because in man the whole of the natural order is 

summed up.34 ~1is view is held in tension with the view of a 

transformed reunited natural world which will be included in the 

new creation. This Edwards also affirms. 35 For the new creation 

consists in the restoration of the moral world. 36 And the nat-

ural world is a moral world. 

i 



( 

-330-

Edwards makes no attempt to reconcile these two thoughts. 

In their juxtaposition they represent another form of his admis-

sion that there is a mystery about the origin and telos of all 

existence which has yet to be revealed and therefore wllich cannot 

now be understood. "For there is nothing else (but revelation) 

that informs us what God designs by that series of revolutions 

and events that are brought to pass in the world, what ends He 

seeks, and what scheme He has laid out. 11
37 Hence,Edwards is 

content to affirm, that by whatever means he chooses, "Godls 

38 design will be fully reached. Il 

6) His view that the natural order, of which man is a 

part, continually makes progress tm'lard "that point when God 1 s 

design will be fully realized. 

'Tis evident that He don 1 t fully obtain His 
end, His design, in any one particular state 
that the world has ever been in; for, if 
so, we should have no change. But God is 
continually causing revolutions. Providence 
makes a continual progress, and continually 
is bringing forth things new in the state of 
the world, and very different from whatever 
were before. 39 

This progress which affects man and the natural world equally, 

is progress in the redemption of both man and the natural world, 

"the work of redemptiol1 being the sum of God's work of providen-

40 
ce. " 

7) His view that the nab,lral world acts as the executor 

uf the wrath of God. "'Tis most rational to suppose that God 

1 _ •• .-1 
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should reveal the design he was carrying on to His rational crea-

tures so that as God has made them capable of it, they may acti

vely fall in with it and promote it, acting herein as the sub.:.. 

jects and friends of GOd.,,4l Man either accepts or rejects the 

friendship offered to him by God by his acceptance or rejection 

of the medium through which it is offered, i.e. the natural 

world. This decision is inescapable since man cannot remove 

himself from his relationship with the natural world. Man ac

cepts the friendship of God when he acts as His subject and there

fore in consent with all other created existence and in support 

of the Creatorls design. He rejects this friendship when he 

acts contrary to the best interests of all other existence and, 

consequently, in opposition to this design. All of life is a 

unity. Therefore the way man relates to the natural world de

termines the~ way he relatesboth to the Creator and his fèllow 

man. If man acts as an enemy of God, and therefore of man, he 

will earn God's wrath. 

8) His view that as a consequence of the world's estrange-

ment from the Creator, it exists as manls enemy. Physically and 

spiritually it seeks to destroy him. It is "cruel" to him, it 

is "hungry for his flesh," it "undoes and ruins" him and makes 

him "miserable forever. ,,42 To the extent that any created exis-

tence is separated from its Creator, it will be the enemy of both 

the Creator and all other existence. Consequently, just as manls 
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estrangement from the Creator causes him to act the enemy to GOd, 

nature and his fellow man, so the estrangement of the natural 

world from its Creator causes it to act the enemy with respect 

to God, man and its 0~1 community. 

9) His implied contention that the Creator uses manls 

destructive activity in the natural world as a means to effect 

his will and manifest his glory. If man destroys the created 

order, he will also destroy the visible kingdom of Satan. The 

power of Satan will cast out the kingdom of Satan. This is God's 

purpose, the reunion of aIl things in Christ in the context of 

a new creation. And because He is sovereign, this purpose will 

be realized. 

Everything that is, that cornes to pass, is 
altogether of God's ordering and God has sorne 

design in it. 'Tis for something that God 
aims at and will have obtained, that this 
or the other thing is or happens, whatever it 

be - even sin and wickedness itself. It cornes 

to pass because God has a use for it,a design 

and purpose to accomplish by it. . . . AlI 
that is or cornes to pass, 'tis of God's will 

and for His pleasure that it happens, and 
for His ends. 43 

THE SIGNIFICAt.'\ICE OF EDWARDS 1 UNDERS'rA...T\fDING OF THE NATURAL 

\,yORLD AND MANI S RELATIONSHIP TO IT. 

Edwards ' understanding of the natural world and manls 

relationship to it has significance for a contemporary understand-

ing of this question. 
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1) Edwards demonstrates the inadequacies of those at

tempts to establish a relationship between man and the natural 

world which either make man the measure of all things or which 

view aIl considerations of a moral or spiritual dimension of the 

natural order as irrelevant. Edwards maintains that if man is 

·made the ultimate measure for the value of all elements of the 

created order, the result will be the destruction of both man and 

his environment because of the competing purposes of his private 

systems. Experience has proven this to be the case. He also 

maintains that if questions of a spiritual dimension of the natural 

order are .ignored, manls responsibility for the natural order is 

distorted. If there is nothing more to the natural world than 

that which is physically present, self-interest becomes the cri

terion for manls use of it. Edwards saw that this would be in

adequate to ensure the conservation of the natural order. Again, 

this has been borœout in manls experience. 

2) This points to a second contribution of Edwards ' 

thought. It establishes the significance of man 1 s manipulation 

of the natural order. AlI such manipulation has an inescapably 

ethical dimension. For it is an expression of manls responsibil

ity for exercising dominion over the natural world in conformity 

with the will its Creator. This respons ibility he cannot escape. 

Therefore he cannot escape the Creator. The will of the Creator 

is sovereign and he will be glorified. Man has the responsibility 
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for determining whether He will be known either in love or wrath. 

This is the significance of manls activity in the created order. 

3) Edwards therefore calls into question manls purposes 

in manipulating the natural order and his assumption that by the 

use of reason alone he can save the natural world from destruct

ion. Edwards questions whether or not man has either the will 

or the understanding to put the good of the whole cornrnunity of 

life ahead of his own private interest or eW,)1 to understand 

that justice for the whole of the cornmunity is a prereguisite 

for the weIl being of each member of it. Therefore, Edwards gives 

no basis for penultimate optimisme Because of manls activity 

the whole of the created order could corne to an end lias if it 

had never been. Il 

4) Edwards promotes neither optimism I\.or pessimism with 

respect to manls domination of the natural world. M1at he does 

promote is realism, hope and meaning. 

Edwards does not promote pessimism hecause of his belief 

that the Creator will use the activity of his creatures to glori

fy himself. He promotes realism in his belief that the creatures 1 

destructive activity could 1:>e the prelude to the Creatorls glo

rification. He promotes hope in his assertion that the will of 

the Creator will be vindicated. He promotes meaning by his im

plication that this hope should animate manls activity in the 

natura.1 order. Edwards saw this hope providing the meaning for 

this activity. 

l 
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5) A further significance of Edwards J though-t; is that it 

is useful both to the theist and non-theist who attempt to relate 

man properly to the natural order. Since virtue is the primary 

constituent of the natural order, aIl men have a moral sense 

rooted in the way things are. The effect of the work of those 

who seek to witness to the source of this virtue and the effect 

of those whose work is its imitation, is similar. The latter 

are not sustained by the hope of the former. ~1e morality of 

the latter might be further from true virtue than that of the 

former because their consent to being is less inclusive. Yet 
a,.e 

the irrunediate intent of the former and that of the latter is 

similar. Therefore Edwards' understanding of the natural world 

and man's relationship to it is useful to both groups. 

6) Edwards' understanding of the natural order overcomes 

the deficiency of two other interpretations, which Paul Tillich 

tenus the "vitalistic" and the "symbolic-romantic ... 44 The former 

interpretation attributes to the natural order "an immediate 

powe r of be inlJ Il , but cannot interpret this power or provide it 

with meaning. 4
5 The latter perce ives nature as a syflÙJol of 

spiritual power, but cannot organically relate man to it. It 

lacks an awareness of the physical objective structure of the 

natural order and therefore distorts it. 46 From Edwards' pers-

pective, it therefore distorts the self-communication and will 

of the Creator, substituting in their stead "the creations of an 
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b 't ' 't' 47 ar 1. rary 1.mag1.na 1.on." And as Edwards himself holds, such 

creations are, of aIl falsehoods, "the (most) powerful against 

truth ll causing even "very learned men" to "have believed things 

most absurdo ,,48 

Tillich main tains that 

the power and meaning of nature must be 
sought within and through its objective 
physical structures. Power and physical 
character, meaning and objec~~ve structure, 
are not separated in nature. 

Edwards is significant because he too saw this and at-

tempted to provide a means of utilizing the power of the created 

order for legitimate purposes and of discerning its meaning for 

man. He is also significant because this "realistic" (Tillich) 

interpretation of the natural world permits it to become a sac-

ramental sphere. As a medium of divine self-conununication that 

is historical and dependent in character, the natural world is 

lia bearer and an object of salvation."SO For it is an emanation of, 

and intimately related to, the One who is himself the bearer of 

salvation and the means of cosmic redemption. 51 

7) Edwards took into account and attempted to hold in 

balance certain factors in his understanding of the natural world. 

We have discovered these elernents in our investigation of Edwards ' 

treatment of those issues which relate to this understanding. 

Three are especially significant when we consider to what extent 

Edwards'thought restrains an "unqualified naturalism" and an "un-
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restrained exploitation" of the natural order. 

( i) 
e 

Transcendence and I~nan~nce. 

Edwards maintained that the Creator was transcendent and 

exercised absolute sovereignty over his creation. He was equal-

ly certain that "the course of nature is (no) proper active cause, 

which will work and go on by itself without God. 1I52 The Creator 

is also present in his creation. His creative activity main-

tains it in existence. There can be no second causes. Without 

maintaining the presence of the. Creator in his creation, Edwards 

perceived that the way ~ open to an "unqualified naturalisme Il 

For without this presence the natural order would be de-

sacralized. AlI creaturelyactivity would have a this-worldly 

significance only. The way would then be prepared for the "un

restrained exploitation" of the natural world. without this 

prese.nce the value of the created order would be determined by 

man. And this would lead to its sacrifice to his transient and 

contradictory purposes. 

(ii) Freedom and Responsibility. 

Man's position in the created order provides him \qith the 

freedom to exercise dominion over it. Yet this delegated freedom 

is not absolute. His responsibility to the natural community and 

to its Creator restrains his exploitation of the former. Man 

is responsible to so conduct himself that aIl his activity reflects 

the purpose for which aIl things were createdi the glorification 
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of the Creator. M1ere man takes this responsibility seriously, 

the natural order is protected from "unres,trained exploitation." 

Where he does not, its community is destroyed and man1s life is 

impoverished. 

(iii) Unit y and Estrangement. 

Edwards viewed life as a unified existence. Yet he also 

perceived that because of the Fall, aIl dependent life was es-

tranged from its source and from itself. Consequentl~ manls re-

lationship with the natural world is not perfect nor is his en-

joyment of it. How man seeks to relate to the natural world, 

however, determines his experience of it. It will be experienc-

ed either as a source of joy, beauty, refreshment, instruction 
" 

and sustenance, or as a realm of chaos, ugliness and lifeless-

ness which is to be exploited and conquered rather than enjoyed. 

M1ich of these experiences dominates depends, in turn, on manls 

experience of the Creator. If he perceives in the natural order 

His beauty and self-comnunication, he will seek its preservation 

and life. To the extent he does not perceive this, he will not 

understand its significance and will seek its destruction. Be-

cause he retains the natural image of God, man is capable of the 

former perception. It is the natural image of God in man that 

enables him to act so as to secure both his own life and that of 

the natural order. It is this capacity for life that enables 

him to struggle against his own destructive tendencies and his 

( 
drive to exploit aIl life in the service of his own "private 
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systems ", which because of his Fall, have power over him. 

By attempting to ho Id in balance these three realities 

of manls existence in the natural order, Edwards is both signi-

ficant and instructive for those who seek meaning for manls ac-

tivity in this order, or who are subject to either a false op

timism or pessimism with respect to this activity and the ulti-

mate fate of both man and the natural order. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The arguments supporting this thesis have been elaborated. 

From the evidence, we conclude that Edwards did have a definite 

understanding of the natural world and of manls relationship to 

it which contributes to a contemporary understanding of this 

problem. This finding contradicts A. V. G. Allen's thesis ela-

borated at the beginning ofthis work. We now reply to this 

view in the light of the evidence we have discovered. Our con-

clusions, drawn from our elaboration of this evidence, can be 

enurnerated in the following points. 

(i) Edwards did trace an organic relationship between 

man and the natural world. Together they constitute a whole 

whose parts are mutually dependent and intrinsically related. 

Man is a part of the natural order although he stands apart from 

it and exercises dominion over it. He cannot exist without it, 

for it is his means of sustenance·and the means by which he re-

l 
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lates to others. The natural world, in turn, is subject ta man's 

manipulation and destructive tendencies. Its survival is de-

pendent upon his will. 

(ii) The e:l{ternal world does not exist for Edwards "on,ly 

mentally and in the mind of God. 1I Idealism is a prominent motif 

in Edwards' thought. Yet he also stresses that the natural 

order is an empirical reality with which man must contend. It 

is because the natural order is an aspect of reality that man's 

relationship to it has ethical significance. 

(iii) The following thoughts find expression in his works. 

(a) It is the purpose of nature with respect to man to 

be a medium of the Creator's communication and revelation to man 

and also to be the means by which He effects his judgment on 

him. The natural order represents the initiative of divine love. 

If man by his treatment of the created order rejects this init

iative, he will know the divine love as divine wrath. Consequent

ly the natural world represents to man the sovereignty of the 

Creator and the limits of his own jurisdiction. It is the pur

pose of the natural world to represent to ~~n that he is finite, 

that his existence is a dependent existence and that the Creator's 

"will and pleasure are of infinitely greater importance than the 

will of creatures. IIS3 

(b) The natural world is necessary to the "spiritual 

existence Il of man. Knowledge of it yields a knowledge of the 
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\. 

Creator for those with the "new sense of the heart." This know-

ledge also constitutes a necessary element of true religion. It 

represents an image and shadow of divine things. As such it in-

structs man with respect to the will and nature of the Creator 

and nourishes his spiritual growth. 

(c) There is a conflict between man and nature. ~lis is 

due to their mutual estrangement from their Creator and from 

each other. 
CI . , 

It is also due to the fact that man exerieses his 

dominion over the natural worldin violation of the true order 

of things. 

(d) Edwards does not speak of man's victory over the 

natural world because he does not consider that it has been given 

to man to be "conquered". Interdependence and justice, not do-

mination and destruction,are to characterize man's relationship 

to his environment. There is a struggle between man and the nat-

ural world. But this is the struggle between the power of the two 

realities inherent in the natural order. It is the struggle bet-

ween the power of dissent and the power of consent. "Victory" 

for the one results in mutual destruction. Victory for the other 

results in community and life. 

(e) Edv!ards did transmute physical reality into a spi-

ritual reality in that he had an ever increasing awareness of 

the spiritual significance of the naturaJ. order. Again, however, 

although he had a strong tendency to spiritualize the natural 

( 
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order, he never abandoned his approach to spiritual reality 

through physical reality. 

In the light of the foregoing, it is our jUdgment that 

A. V. G. Allen was mistaken in his view that Edwards lacked 

an understanding of the natural world and man's relationship 

to it. 

EVALUATION 

We now express a final judgment as to the value of Ed

wards' understanding of the natural world and man's relationship 

to it for contem~rary studies in this area. First, we acknow

ledge two aspects of his understanding of the natural world for 

which he might be criticized; its inconsistency and its idealism. 

Inconsistency 

Edwards implies th.at the natural world is a moral world. 

It is moral in that it is characterized by conversation, friend

ship and participation in Being. The elements of the natural 

worldpossess a quality of mind and betray at least a semblance 

of intelligence and will. Therefore they possess at least the 

rudiments of virtue. Consequently they are characterized by 

morality. 

At the same time, Edwards attempts to maintain that the 

natural world is morally neutral. Only intelligent beings are 

capable of consent to "the great universal system of existence" 

and of "intelligent perception and action." Capacity for intel-
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ligent perception and action is that which separates man from 

the rest of the created order. ~le natural world cannot consent 

because it lacks perception or will. ~lerefore it cannot be a 

moral cornrnunity. Only man can be characterized by morality. 

Only man has the will to consent. And it is in the will to con-

sent that the moral act consists. 

Edwards holds these thoughts in tension because he could 

not accept the consequences of maintaining the one to the exclus-

ion of the other. ~le consequence of maintaining that the natural 

world is morally neutral is the exclusion of the Creator from 

his creation. For morality is derived from participation in 

Being. ~lis exclusion Edwards could not accepte 

To maintain that the natural world is a moral world, is 

to imply that there is little or no difference between man and 

the rest of the created order. In stating that "intelligent per-

ception and action" is the only thing in which the two differ, 

Edwards minimizes the difference between the elements of the 

created order. Yet man dominates the natural world because he 

alone possesses the image of God. Because of this, the difference 

between man and the natural world is crucial. As one study put 

it, "the animal merely uses external nature, man changes it to 

k · h' d 55 ma e l.t serve l.S en 5." 

Edwards attempts to reso~e this tension by placing man 

in a hierarchy of being in which quantity of life is related to 

capacity to consent to Being. And the greater the capacity to 
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consent, the greater is the capacity for virtue. True virtue is 

not present in the natural order because aIl created existence 

is imperfect. But a form of true virtue is present throughout 

it although not equally so. Consequently, morality also exists 

throughout the natural world, although not equally in aIl ele

ments. ~1e difference between man and the natural world consists, 

then, not in the fact of man's domination but in capacity to con

sent and therefore capacity for virtue. Man has a greater cap

acity for true virtue than the rest of the created order. 

~ese two positions, that is, that the natural world is 

characterized by morality and that the natural world is amoral, 

are logically contradictory. Theoretically it is impossible to 

maintain them simultaneously. In practice, however, failure to 

adequately account for both positions results in either the un

limited exploitation of the natural world and its consequent 

destruction or the veneration of the natural order. 

To ho Id that the natural world is amoral is to infer 

that it is qualitatively different from man who is moral and who 

dominates it and that he can therefore utilize it without re

ference to its participation in Being. What cOl1stitutes the moral 

use of the created order is not determined by any consideration 

of an intrinsic morality in nature, that is, an intrinsic good-

'ness and fitness for particular ends. Rather, it is constituted 

by values and purposes established by man and the way in which 

l 
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his use of nature affects his fellow man. 

To maintain that the natural world has the same capacity 

for morality as man leads to either the forfeiting of the image 

of God in man or the attribution of this image to the whole of 

the created order. In either case the uniqueness of man is lost. 

Idealism 

Edwards' view of the universe has been described as a 

Il theistic idealism of matter. Il 54 'l'his idealistic element is pro-

minent in his treatment of the created order. It is also a lim-

iting factor in any attempt to appropriate his thought. 

Edwards' idealism makes it difficult to apply his thought 

to practical problems in man's relationship to the natural world. 

He does not provide guidance for making specifie decisions about 

the way man uses the resources of the natural world. Edwards' 

thesis that the natural order is a divine community, that it is 

sustained by the activity of its Creator, and that it particip

ates in Being, is incapable of rational demonstration and irrelev-

ant to "practical" considerations such as the priority to be 

given to conflicting demands upon finite natural resources. This 

applies similarly to his contention that knowledge of the natural 

world yields a knowledge of its Creator and that it is a medium 

of his·self-communication. 

The weaknesses of Edwards '. understanding of the natural 

order, then, are, first, an idealism which makes it difficult to 
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appropriate this understanding in dealing with specifie issues 

and problems involved in man's relationship with the natural 

world today. Second, Edwards is inconsistent in dealing with.the 

question of the morality of the natural world and consequently 

with the difference between man and the rest of the natural order. 

Hence he does not provide guidancr:! regarding the basis of man's 

dominion over the natural order beyond his affirmation that man 

has been cornrnanded to dominate this order and is equipped to do 

so because he possesses the natural image of God. 

In spite of this, however, we consider that there can 

be no satisfactory alternative to Edwards' understanding of the 

natural world and man's relationship to it. Apart from the ap-

proach he has taken, we believe that man's life and that of the 

natural order cannot be indefinitely sustained. 

Barbara Ward and René Dubos suggest that three powerful 

and divisive thrusts, those of science, markets and nations, have 

brought man to a crisis in his planetary existence. 56 ~ley also 

suggest that these forces 

point in the opposite direction - to a deeper 
and more widely shared knowledge of our environ
mental unit y, to a new sense of partnership 
and sharing in our sovereign economics and 
politics, to a wider loyalty which transcends 
the traditional limited allegiance of tribes and 
peoples. 57 

Ward and Dubos underline the fact that the master intel-

lectual and scientific achievements of modern times and especial-



, ( 

-347-

ly of the last few decades have provided man with a deepened 

understanding of reality. And these achievements have factually 

confirmed Edwards' belief that reality is 

a single system, poweredby a single energy, 
manifesting a fundamental unit y under aIl· 
its variations, depending for its survival 58 
on the balance and health of the total system. 

Theyalso hold that to ensure that those relationships 

which constitute the "most intricate web of interdependence" 

which characterizes this unified system are maintained, there 

must be a vast increase in scientific research and study. Man 

must take a collective responsibility for discovering much more 

"about the natural system and how it is affected by man's activ

ities and vice versa. 1I59 This thought is fundamental to Edwards' 

approach. Man, because he has been given responsibility for his 

own life and that of the natural order, must continually increase 

in his knowledge of the way in which his activity affects the 

natural order and the way the natural order affects his life, in 

order that he might make the appropriate response to it and 
a 

through\ it to the Creator. Man's indispensible need to conserve 

and increase in knowledge of the natural order, which is now 

evident, was seen by Edwards two centuries ago. 

Man has also been brought to the realization that in or-

der to respond adequately to the environmental crisis, he must 

deal with new economic problems which accornpany it, problems 

. h' f' t' . 60 from Wh1C no nat10n or groups 0 na 10ns are 1mrnune. The 
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whole community of nations share one biosphere, and economic 

policies, programmes and practices that disrupt or destroy "the 

biological rhythms and needs of the natural universe,,61 in any 

one of its areas, will adversely affect many others. Mlat is now 

62 required is a new "planetary economy" in which economic inter-

dependence is acknowled(jed and in which the natural order is 

used in ways that support this interdependence. 

Edwards holds that the natural order was created to sup-

ply man 1. s needs. He holds that. he must use the na tural order 

responsibly. And he maintains that manls needs can be met only 

when he is willing to exist in community, contribute to the weIl 

being of others and receive the contribution which others with 

whom he stands related have to make. And this, in Edwards ' view, 

is the whole created order. Ward and Dubos have àemonstrated 

that only this kind of "planetary mode st y" , which is characterized 

by a concern for the life of the whole comnunity and by a willing-

ness to both give and receive life as one element of one commun-

ity, will be sufficient to secure the life of the created order. 

We have seen that this is also a fundamental assumption in Ed-

wards ' understanding of the nature of the natural comnunity and 

of manls relationship to it. The validity of his assumption and 

its significance for the life of the world is now becoming evi-

dent. 

~1e necessity for sharing economic resources and of in-

tegrating economic policies is related to a third principle to 
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whichEdwards held; that man is required to subordinate his al-

legiance to partial private systems to his allegiance to "the 

universal system of existence". He maintained that existence. 

in community was impossible for men as long as their primary 

allegiance was 

limited to a party, or to the nation in general 
of which they are a part, or the public com
munit y to which they belong, though it be as 

. large as the Roman empire was of 01d. 63 

Such primary allegianceconstantly exposes man to the 

danger of pursuing the interest of this private system in op-

position to and at the expense of the life of the whole commun-

ity. Today this danger has been recognized. 

So locked are we within our tribal units, so 
possessive over national rights, so sus
picious of any extension of international 
authority, that we may fa il to sense the need 
for dedicated and committed action over 64 
the whole field of planetary necessities. 

What is now required is a "planetary approach" to the 

natural order, "undergirded by a sense of collective responsib-

'1 ' d' b 't l' 65 ~ ~ty to l.scover more a out man-env~ronmen re at~ons." 

These three areas of man's existence, then, the scienti-

fic, the economic and pol.:i-tical, and that of his ultimate loyal-

ty aIl bear directly upon his understanding of the natural world 

and his relationship to it. It is in these three areas espe-

cially that Edwards' understanding of this issue is indispensable 

for any attempt to deal with it. His thought makes a signific-
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ant contribution both to its formulation and to an approach 

through which it might be resolved. 

If it is to be resolved man will be required to exercise 

66 
"the furthest reach of wisdom, detachment and human respect." 

If this exercise is beyond him, and if 

man continues to let his behavior be domin
ated by separation, antagonism, and greed, 
he will destroy the delicate balances 
of his planetary environment. And if they 
were once destroyed, there would be no 
more life for him. 67 

In which event, Edwards would add, the Creator will be glorified. 

~1is, then, is the final and perhaps most significant 

contribution Edwards makes to a contemporary approach to the ev-

vironmental issue. He knows that it is not at all certain that 

man has sufficient will to "achieve just enough unit y of purpose 

to build a human world". What he insists, however, is that man 

exercise his reason to deal with the problem of his existence. 

And this he counsels in the belief that in the providence of the 

Creator, man's use of his reason will ultimately glorify Him. 

In the light of the fact that there is every possibility that 

man will ultimately fail to support the life of the created 

order, this assurance, which Edwards' approach to the natural 

world and man's relationship to it contributes, is, for sorne at 

least, indispensable in their attempt to deal constructively with 

an increasingly urgent problem. 

l 
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75. However, the difference between man and his natural en
vironment has to be something other than simp1y his ability to 
dominate it. If this were the case there could be no constraint 
on his action in the natural world. The fact that the natural 
world is characterized by morality and that aIl man's actions 
respecting it are moral actions provides this constraint. 

56Barbara Ward and René Dubo~s, Only One Earth, p. 213. 

57'b'd ~., 

58'b'd ~., 

59 'b'd ~., 

60'b'd ~., 

61'b'd ~., 

62'b'd ~., 
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p. 219. 

p. 213. 

p. 46. 

p. 114. 

p. 46. 

63 T. V ., p. 137 c. 

64ward and Dubos, ~. cit., p. 217. 
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p. 45. 
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