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Chapter 1
Introduction

Of the many intellectual conundrums in the history of the human race, probably no
issue has been more universal in its reach, more subtle in its nuances, resulted in greater
human conflict, nor led to greater consequence for human destiny, than the question of
reason versus revelation. The historical evidence is overwhelming, beginning with the
Garden of Eden where Eve found the clever reasoning of the serpent more appealing than
the revelation of God.' The basic problem is that the human mind seems to possess an
inherent belief in its own self-sufficiency. In the Bible, those who rely on their own
faculties and ignore the revelation of God are called fools.

On the other hand, reason is a God-given capability without which we would be
unable to live. We function day-by-day under the presumption that the world is a rational
place. Indeed, we use our reason to process whatever data we receive that requires a
conscious, extra-instinctive response. Sensory data, innate or intuitive thoughts and
revelation itself must all be processed rationally by the mind. Christian thinkers have long
recognized that reason is fundamental to our existence, including our apprehension of
spiritual truths, yet it often causes consequential and far-reaching difficulties in relation to
revelation because it is not natural for the human mind to rely on reason in one instance

and revelation in another. John Calvin, for example, said, “We see among all mankind that

' The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, Classic Reference Edition ed. (Wheaton, IL:
Crossway Bibles, 2001)., Genesis 3:1-6. All future biblical references will be taken from
the ESV unless otherwise noted.

% Prov. 12:15, 1 Cor. 1:18-24.



reason is proper to our nature...” and “We must now analyze what human reason can
discern with regard to God’s Kingdom and to spiritual insight.” * In answer to the latter, he
argues that prior to regeneration man is spiritually blind and therefore incapable of making

rational judgments in the spiritual realm.

The Enlightenment and Christian Thought

The rise of science in the 17" century led by Isaac Newton was one of the primary
conditions that ushered in the Enlightenment, a broad intellectual movement that originated
in England, France and Germany. Proponents held that rational thought could free man
from his dependence and bondage to authority and religion for progress in virtually any
sphere of life. Reactions to the Enlightenment vis-a-vis religion varied considerably.
Georg Hegel and Baruch Spinoza determined that traditional religion—indeed God—was
no longer necessary. For Jonathan Edwards, Enlightenment philosophies were akin to
Arminianism because they implied that human thought was independent of God.” Some
such as John Locke and Isaac Newton perceived a tension between reason and revelation,
but believed that the two could be made compatible.® Among those searching for
compromise, there were a variety of approaches. In due course, the champions of reason

and science forged a view of Christianity in which the Bible itself was read with a

8 John Calvin, McNeill, John T., ed., Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John
Baillie, McNeill, John T., Van Dusen, Henry P., trans. Ford Lewis Battles, 2 vols., The
Library of Christian Classics, vol. XX (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1970).,
2.2.17.

*Ibid., 2.2.18.

® Henry F. May, The Enlightenment in America, paperback ed. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1978)., 49.

® Ibid., 5.



naturalistic lens, yielding such Christian heresies as Deism and Unitarianism. Earlier
generations would have seen these views as not only heretical, but inconceivable.

It was in this world of raging philosophical and theological debates that John
Witherspoon lived. And it was in regard to this very issue that he believed he found
resolution, though certainly not as a Deist, nor even as Locke. Witherspoon was born in
Scotland where the predominant form of the Enlightenment was not as hostile to
Christianity as in the other countries of Europe, although there was considerable
accommodation to reason. With respect to Christian doctrine, Witherspoon was quite
conservative. It was his desire to retain traditional orthodoxy and coexist in a world where
reason was gaining dominance. Moreover, he firmly believed that, properly understood,
reason in no way conflicted with revelation.

In his Lectures on Divinity, he observed, “perhaps there are few things more
delightful, than to observe, that the latest discoveries in philosophy, have never shewn us
anything but what is perfectly consistent with the scripture doctrine and history.”” When
Witherspoon speaks of the “latest discoveries in philosophy” or refers to philosophy in a
favorable light, he has in mind the philosophy of Common Sense as it was developed in
18" century Scotland by philosophers Francis Hutcheson (1694-1747), Thomas Reid
(1710-1796), James Beattie (1735-1803) and Dugold Stewart (1753—1828).8 As a product

of the Scottish Enlightenment, it has been referred to using various permutations of the

” John Witherspoon, Works of the Rev. John Witherspoon, Late President of the College
at Princeton, New Jersey, 4 vols., vol. IV (Philadelphia: William W. Woodward, 1801)., 53.
Unless otherwise noted, future citations from Witherspoon’s Works will be from the first
edition and designated by volume and page, as Works:4.53.

® John Witherspoon, An Annotated Edition of Lectures on Moral Philosophy, Scott, Jack,
Ed. (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1982)., 33.
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following terms: Scottish, Realism, Common Sense and philosophy. In the course of this
thesis, we will use the term Scottish Common Sense Realism, abbreviated as SCSR.
The Scottish Enlightenment was one moderate expression of enlightenment
thought that proponents believed was compatible with Christianity. In addition,
they saw it’s potential to oppose ideas of the more radical Enlightenment from
people like David Hume and Rousseau.” However, despite its moderation, SCSR
was broad enough to allow for considerable controversy within the Church of
Scotland, which had been reformed as Presbyterian in 1560. The crux of the

controversy was how one defined Christianity.

John Witherspoon and the Philosophy of Common Sense

Although he did not contribute to the development of SCSR and is not
considered much of an original thinker, Witherspoon is credited with introducing it
to America. He accomplished this as president of Princeton College, where he
instructed a significant portion of America’s educated population during the latter
part of the 18" century and indirectly, several generations to follow. Witherspoon,
his successors and supporters, based at Princeton College and later Princeton
Theological Seminary, believed that he was able to retain Calvinistic orthodoxy
along with his enlightened philosophical framework. A number of critics do not
agree. The purpose of this thesis is to evaluate the influence that Common Sense
Realism had on his theology, especially with regard to the Fall. Guiding the

development will be four questions:

® Mark A. Noll, America's God (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002)., 95.
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1) To what extent did SCSR influence his theology—in particular his view
of the nature of man, the Fall and original sin?

2) How does Witherspoon employ SCSR in his sermons and lectures and
what purpose does it serve?

3) Was Witherspoon conscious of the issues brought on by SCSR?

4) Did Witherspoon undergo a transformation in his theological views
when he crossed the Atlantic in 1768?

Before addressing these questions beginning in chapter 4, brief background material
will be provided. Chapter 2 contains an overview of Witherspoon’s life in Scotland and
America, especially concerning the events that relate to SCSR. Chapter 3 introduces SCSR
in the philosophical context of the 18" century. Witherspoon was enmeshed in SCSR
throughout his life. Although he subscribed to it, he strongly disagreed with the theology
of many others who also did. Chapter 4 is an overview of his theological outlook in this
enlightenment context—more specifically, what did he say about reason and revelation and
how did he employ them as he articulated and defended his theology. Chapter 5 contains
the center of the thesis where we consider Witherspoon’s understanding of the doctrine of
the Fall. How we understand this doctrine determines our view of the nature of man.

What are the implications of SCSR for the nature of man. Or, if man’s reason was
damaged in the Fall, is SCSR also a casualty? Chapter 6 is an evaluation of Witherspoon’s
statements and positions that have been described in Chapters 4 and 5. In Chapter 7, we
evaluate the perspectives of two prominent scholars who have addressed Witherspoon’s

view of sin and found him to be weak on the doctrine of human depravity. Chapter 8



concludes with a summary of what has been learned and a brief application to the Church
today.

A study of this nature is limited by the available resources. Witherspoon did not
leave a diary, nor a systematic theology and many of his works were lost before they could
be published.m With only a partial knowledge of his context and changing situation, there
appear to be ambiguities and inconsistencies in his writings. This has led to conflicting
interpretations by later scholars. But no one who has studied him denies that his impact
has been quite significant for higher education, American Christianity and American

government.

"% See the Appendix for additional details.



Chapter 2
Witherspoon the Man "

John Witherspoon was born in Yester, just east of Edinburgh in February, 1723 to a
Presbyterian minister and his wife. From the instruction of his mother, he was able to read
the Bible at age four. With a mastery of Latin, Greek and French, he entered Edinburgh
University at age 13 and defended his master’s thesis three years later. He remained in
Edinburgh studying theology until 1743 when he was licensed to preach. He received a
call to the parish at Beith, but before he was ordained, he faced a church trial in which his
master’s thesis was called unorthodox. The matter was quickly resolved in his favor after
which he was ordained in April, 1745. Two years later he married Elizabeth Montgomery,
the daughter of a Presbyterian pastor.

Judging from his sermons, his primary interest as a new minister was to preach the

1.'2 But it has also been observed that he was a man of action more than

Gospe
contemplation. It certainly was the case that when Witherspoon saw a need, he did not
wait for others to come forward. He often found himself near unsettled situations that

seemed to compel his involvement. Within six months after moving to Beith, Witherspoon

took up arms to defend King George against a Stuart rebellion. Roman Catholic King

"'Unless otherwise noted, the material in this chapter is based on the following two
biographies of Witherspoon. Varnum Lansing Collins, President Witherspoon, 2 vols.,
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1925); Ashbel Green, DD, Savage, Henry
Littleton, ed., The Life of the Revd John Witherspoon (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1973).

2 His sermons exhibit a fervent commitment to biblical exhortation, an insightful concern
for the spiritual condition of his congregation, and a desire to see sinners converted and
God glorified. Despite many other responsibilities, he brought his evangelistic emphasis
to Princeton, where it is reported that a revival occurred in the third and fourth year of his
tenure, of which “several eminent ministers of the gospel...dated their change of heart
from what they experienced in college at this time.” Green., 144.
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James II had been exiled in 1688, but in 1745 his grandson Charles Edwards Stuart (1720-
88) led a small invasion force from France attempting to retake the British crown. Though
unsuccessful, there were a number of threatening skirmishes and before it was over
Witherspoon found himself a prisoner of war for about two weeks. This experience so
shocked his nervous system that it caused him considerable distress for the rest of his life.
For example, there were times before his congregation on Sunday when he experienced “a

sudden and overwhelming presentiment in the midst of a service that he would not live to

finish his task.”"

Leader of the Popular Party

With his first general assembly as a young minister of 24, were initiated 20 years of
contentious political maneuvering and wrangling—most likely exceeding anything he later
experienced in Congress.14 The roots of the controversy went back to the beginning of the
Scottish reformation over how ministers should be chosen.'> John Knox himself had
advocated in the First Book of Discipline (1560-61) the election of ministers by the
congregation.16 Actual practice had changed over time due to various political and
ecclesiastical compromises, upheavals and even secession. In 1712 Parliament passed the

patronage law reinstituting the system that was in operation prior to 1649, which

13 Collins., vol. 1, 21. See also, Green, 34-40 for additional details.

'* Collins not only describes the political infighting as “bitter,” but the conduct of the clergy
made the complaints of the Popular party more than justified. “We read of ministers
forced on parishes by aid of armed soldiery, of bloody riots at attempted inductions, of
heresy charges discouraged, of ministers guilty of immoralities going unpunished while
others were deposed for obedience to conscientious scruples...” Ibid., 30.

'® The debate over the selection of ministers was really only a pretext for a larger
controversy, namely who would control and determine the direction of the Church of
Scotland.



effectively gave control of selecting the minister to either the town council or, in the case
of most rural churches, the nobility and gentry. This law was not too popular with the
people and the upper classes were generally slow to press the church courts to enforce it.
When they did, it was argued that “the authority of church courts did not apply in matters
involving ‘conscience, of which God alone is Lord.””"”

Pressure for enforcement began to grow more rapidly after a 1751 organizing
meeting of the Moderate Party at an Edinburgh tavern, attended by 15 individuals,
including seven ministers. They resolved “that it was necessary to use every means in our
power to restore the authority of the Church, otherwise her government would be degraded
and everything depending on her authority would fall into confusion.”™® Their official
concern was for order, discipline and subordination at every level of society, especially the
Presbyterian Church.” But they also found rapport with the intellectual and social center
of the Scottish Enlightenment and approached personal piety and doctrinal orthodoxy with

more of a casual attitude.”® Threats to good order were seen in the rising evangelicalism

'® Richard B. Sher, Church and University in the Scottish Enlightenment (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1985)., 24.

" Ibid., 51.

'® |bid., 50. Although these terms have not always been employed with the same
meaning, we will follow the definition of the Moderates or Moderate Party given by Sher,
17, 324-328, where the Moderate Party is identified as beginning with that 1751 meeting.
The Moderate Party was led by William Robertson (1721-1793) and some of his friends
including Alexander Carlyle (1722-1805), Hugh Blair (1718-1800), Adam Ferguson (1723-
1816) and John Home (1722-1808), the first three of whom were Witherspoon’s
classmates at Edinburgh. Moderates saw themselves as non-extremists, falling between
“John Knox and David Hume, fanaticism and infidelity, tradition and modernity.” They
emphasized the “moral lessons of Christianity.” Their core values were “religious
tolerance and freedom of expression, reasonableness and moderation, polite learning
and literature, humanitarianism and cosmopolitanism, virtue and happiness.”

"% Ibid., 52-54.

2 Collins., vol 1, 29.



associated with George Whitfield and others, failure to enforce the patronage law, and
threats of secession from those with doctrinal concerns such as Ebenezer Erskine.”!

In opposition to the Moderates was a group known as the Popular party, which
derived its name from those who opposed the law of patronage and wanted ministers
elected by the local congregations. Calling them a party is quite misleading since they
maintained no sort of organization and were divided on many issues, except for opposing
the Moderates. It is also somewhat misleading to suggest that the Scottish church
consisted of the Moderate and Popular parties. Greater insight is gained into the
ecclesiastical situation that Witherspoon found himself by considering S. Mechie’s loose
groupings of the Church of Scotland at the mid-18" mark: a) “scholastic Calvinists” were
those known for their rigid allegiance to the Westminster Confession of Faith and emphasis
on predestination; b) “Evangelical Calvinists” did not deviate from the Confession, but
their preachers were known by contrast for their evangelistic appeal for all to believe; ¢)
“liberal Calvinists” valued societal respectability and the social benefits of Christianity,
eschewed confessional and doctrinal commitment, but were in some ways devout; d)
“Arians” reduced Christianity to its morality and treated subscription to the Westminster
Confession as simply a formality. Most “members” of the Popular party were generally

aligned with the second group.22

?! Sher., 31-32. Erskine was unable to find resolution and became a leader of the
Secession Church.

22 John Mclntosh, Church and Theology in Enlightenment Scotland: The Popular Party,
1740-1800, ed. Stewart J.; Grant Brown, Alexander; Grant, Alison E.; Hutchison, |. G. C.;
MacQueen, Hector L., Scottish Historical Review Monographs (East Lothian, Scotland:
Tuckwell Press Ltd, 1998)., 20-21 Cited from S. Mechie, “The Theological climate in early
eighteenth-century Scotland” in D. Shaw (ed.), Reformation and Revolution: Essays
presented to the Very Reverend Principal Emeritus Hugh Wall, D.D., D.Litt. on the sixtieth
Anniversary of His Ordination (Edinburgh, 1967), 268.
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Although the Popular Party was fragmented and poorly organized, Witherspoon
emerged as their de facto leader until he departed for America in 1768. His leadership and
consequent recognition was given a great boost by the publication in 1753 of his lengthy
satirical essay, Ecclesiastical Characteristics. Francis Hutcheson along with his
intellectual patron Lord Shaftsbury were the representative targets of the essay, although
Witherspoon was attacking all who claimed allegiance to the Church of Scotland yet
denied traditional beliefs. Hutcheson had died in 1746 before the Moderates had
organized, but was generally regarded as their mentor for his liberalizing views. Despite
their initial setbacks, with persistence and occasional effective attacks, the well-organized
Moderates eventually prevailed with Robertson serving as Moderator of General Assembly

for 16 years beginning in 1764.

President of Princeton College

In 1757, Witherspoon moved to the church at Paisley just north of Beith, where he
remained despite other calls from Dublin, Dundee and Rotterdam, Holland. In 1766,
Samuel Finley died after five years as President of Princeton College. Like other
institutions of higher learning in colonial America, Princeton College was established for
the purpose of training ministers. In 1739 the Synod of Philadelphia had decided to
establish a new seminary that was more theologically and geographically acceptable than
Harvard, Yale or the College of William and Mary. But shortly thereafter, the project was

derailed by division, generally attributed to fallout of the Great Awakening, in such matters

11



as expressions of personal piety and required doctrinal adherence.” Following years of
delay, a “New Side” pro-revival faction led by Jonathan Dickinson took the initiative to
obtain a charter for the College of New Jersey in 1746. Following Dickinson’s short tenure
as president were Aaron Burr, Sr., Jonathan Edwards, Samuel Davies and Samuel Finley,
all of whom were partial to the New Side.*

Despite the reunification in 1758 of the two “sides,” conflict continued and when
Finley died in 1766, the trustees had difficulty finding a candidate agreeable to both parties.
During the separation the New Side had gained in numbers while the Old Side appeared to
be declining.” Witherspoon likely first came to the attention of the Princeton community
during the fund raising trip of Gilbert Tennant and Samuel Davies to Great Britain in 1753.
Davies has a favorable reference to “one Mr. Wetherspoon™ and his Ecclesiastical
Characteristics in his dialry.26 Witherspoon lacked academic experience, but he was
viewed an attractive successor because of his notable academic credentials and reputation
that appealed to both sides. Most thought he would help heal old wounds, but a few Old
Siders opposed him.”” When word of his appointment reached him in Scotland,

Witherspoon was quite interested, but his wife was not. A long series of entreaties,

?® Elizabeth |. Nybakken, "New Light on the Old Side: Irish Influences on Colonial
Presbyterianism," The Journal of American History 68, no. 4 (1982). This article points
out that it is simplistic to think of the conflict as involving two factions. In fact there were a
number of sub-factions and various issues that led to division and continued to threaten
unity throughout most of the 18" century.

?* Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1973)., 272-273.

* |bid., 273.

?® Douglas Sloan, The Scottish Enlightenment and the American College Ideal (New York:
Teachers College Press, 1971)., 104-105.

?” L.H. Butterfield, John Witherspoon Comes to America (Princeton, New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 1953)., 83. Within a year after arriving, many Old Siders

12



including in-person lobbying by Benjamin Rush was unsuccessful until Elizabeth finally
consented.”® They arrived in Philadelphia on August 7, 1768, with five of their surviving
10 children.

At Princeton, Witherspoon was not simply the sixth president.29 Instead of moving
cautiously as one might who is new to both the college and the country, he began to make
sweeping changes almost immediately. He raised admission requirements at the college
and upgraded the grammar school to better prepare its graduates for higher education. He
improved Princeton’s library by purchasing 300 books in England even before he left for
America.”® He worked quickly to bring financial stability to Princeton, doubling its
endowment during his first year. Enrollment increased even though admission
requirements were tougher.31 He continued to enhance and modernize the curriculum, for
example, by replacing the tutor and recitation system with lecture by a professor,3 % and by
giving greater emphasis to science and less to Latin.”®> He instituted a graduate program
and in 1769 Princeton conferred the first honorary doctor of law degree in America.

His most consequential move at Princeton, however, was to alter the philosophical

outlook from an idealism inherited from Jonathan Edwards to SCSR. The transformation

became much more favorably disposed towards Witherspoon because of his
accomplishments—so that he did help with the rift.

?® Ibid. This work includes all known correspondence between Witherspoon and his
correspondents from the time of his initial offer from Princeton through his first year in
America.

*% His 26 years in office were longer than the total of his five predecessors.

% Approximately a 20% increase. Collins., 1086.

" When Princeton began, admission requirements included translating Virgil and Tully’s
oration into English, translating English into Latin and translating any selection from the
gospels into Latin or English. Francis L. Broderick, "Pulpit, Physics, and Politics: The
Curriculum of the Colege of New Jersey, 1746-1794," The William and Mary Quarterly 6,
no. 1 (1949)., 49.

*# Ibid., 62.

13



was swift: within a year after welcoming their new president, all four of the faculty had
resigned.3 4 Witherspoon associated idealism with Berkeley (although there were important
differences between Edwards and Berekely) and believed that it would lead to skepticism
or materialism.” He considered SCSR to be the perfect alternative that would provide a
solid defense against infidelity because it was consistent both with reality and Christian
orthodoxy.

Besides his administrative and teaching duties at Princeton, Witherspoon continued
his active role as a pastor, preaching to the local congregation each Sunday and on special
occasions. He was also prominent in Synod of New York and Philadelphia, serving on
several committees. He led unsuccessful efforts of reconciliation with the Scottish
Secession Church and merger with the Dutch Reformed Church. Although the extent of
his influence in the reorganization of the Presbyterian Church into a General Assembly is
not completely clear, he was elected as its first moderator in May, 1789.%¢

As tensions with Great Britain increased, he was drawn into politics on the side of
those favoring independence, beginning in 1774 as a state representative of Somerset
County and finally as one of five New Jersey representatives to the Continental Congress in
1776. As the only ordained member of the assembly, he also served as the de facto
chaplain. During his national service until 1782, he actively participated in constitutional

debate and served on over 120 congressional committees. Green relates that during the

% Mark A. Noll, Princeton and the Republic (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University
Press, 1989)., 29, 30, 35.

** Ibid., 37.

% Sydney E. Ahlstrom, "The Scottish Philosophy and American Theology," Church History
24, no. 3 (1955)., 262.

% Leonard J. Trinterud, The Forming of an American Tradition (Philadelphia: The
Westminster Press, 1949)., 263, 292-294.

14



debate on independence, Witherspoon spoke out emphatically against those who thought
the country was not ready for “so important and decisive a measure.>’ Despite his status as
a relative newcomer, he was the only college president in America to take an active role in
the Revolution.”® British troops stationed in New York recognized his role when they
burned him in effigy along with American generals Lee, Putnam and Washington.
Princeton closed during 1776-77 and did not fare well because of the war and
Witherspoon’s preoccupation with congressional matters. The campus was occupied on
and off for five and a half years by both American and British troops and sustained
considerable damage. Scientific apparatus was destroyed along with most of the libralry.3 ’
Enrollment dropped and instruction during the war years was held at the President’s house.
After his last term in Congress, Witherspoon returned to Princeton to help his son-
in-law Samuel Stanhope Smith rebuild. As Vice President, Smith had assumed many of
Witherspoon’s responsibilities in his absence. Without the preoccupation of national
politics, Smith had devoted his full attention to advancing Witherspoon’s agenda. After
the war, Witherspoon was elected to the New Jersey State Assembly in 1783 and 1789, and
in 1783 returned to Great Britain on an unsuccessful fund raising trip, after which he
transitioned to semi-retired status. In 1789 Elizabeth died. Two years later he married
Ann Dill, the young widow of one of his former students. From this union, two daughters
were born, one living beyond infancy. Witherspoon remained active until his death on
November 15, 1794, although the last couple of years he suffered from dropsy and

blindness brought on by cataracts.

%" Green., 159.
% Collins., 155.
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Much of Witherspoon’s legacy reflected in theology, ecclesiology, education and
government followed from his immediate students. Among Princeton graduates who were
his students were 114 pastors, 13 college presidents, a US President, a US Vice President,
10 cabinet officers, six members of the Continental Congress, 39 US Representatives, 21
Senators, 12 state governors, 56 state representatives and 30 judges, including three to the
US Supreme Court. Having a direct impact on such a significant group of influential
leaders was especially powerful given the population of the country at that time. Many of

his students transmitted his ideas in their endeavors, especially through higher education.

Summary

From his earliest years Witherspoon’s heart was in the ministry. He maintained a
strong commitment to orthodox theology, despite the prevailing liberalism he encountered
in his education and in the Church of Scotland. These challenges seemed to invigorate his
resolve and lead him to fill vacuums in leadership whenever the opportunity arose. When
he arrived in America, the challenges and context were different, but his approach was the
same. Once again, he did not hesitate to exert leadership in areas he deemed to be critical:
strengthening Princeton as an institution so that it could more effectively accomplish its
mission, namely in its philosophy of education, admission standards, curriculum and
finances. He worked for the unity and growth of the Presbyterian Church and when the
opportunity to serve his new country’s political needs also presented itself and
Witherspoon did not hesitate, despite the fact that he had no ambition or inclination for

government service.

% Broderick., 59.
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His accomplishments as a leader in education, ecclesiology and were sufficient to
give Witherspoon a lasting reputation. After reflecting a bit one his life, one cannot escape
concluding that he was quite a remarkable man. His legacy has become noteworthy for
theology because of how he appropriated SCSR in his teaching and preaching, and it is to

SCSR that we know turn our attention.
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Chapter 3
Scottish Common Sense Realism (SCSR) and its Pervasive Influence
For the most part, ideas do not develop in a vacuum and those credited with
developing a new idea are indebted to others in their lives. When it comes to SCSR,
although it may have come to full fruition in Scotland, it must be recognized that its roots
can be traced to philosophers as far back as Aristotle.*” Reid credits Aristotle, René
Descartes, Francis Bacon and George Berkeley for his inspiration, but there were clearly
others.*! Equally important are those whose influence was largely negative rather than
positive, such as Reid’s reaction to his contemporary Hume, with whom he carried on a

. . . . 42
running correspondence of mutual discovery and misunderstanding.

The Enlightenment and SCSR

The broad umbrella under which reason forged a dominant role in Western culture
from the late 17" to the beginning of the 19™ centuries is known as the Enlightenment, “the

. . . . . . . g . 43
culmination of many centuries of classical and aristocratic civilization.”

The general
consensus among intellectuals was that reason and its ally science would bring about
unprecedented progress by supplanting the old traditions, not only in the physical world,
but also in religion, ethics and government. Despite these common themes of human

potential and progress, there were many variations and not a little disagreement among its

leading lights. It is within the Enlightenment that SCSR developed.

“© Ahlstrom, "The Scottish Philosophy and American Theology.", 259.

“''S. A. Grave, The Scottish Philosophy of Common Sense (London: Oxford at the
Clarendon Press, 1960)., 10, 132; Tim McConnel, "The Old Princeton Apologetics:
Common Sense or Reformed," Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 46, no. 4
52003)., 653. McConnel describes Reid’s link to Joseph Butler's Analogy.

? Grave., 61-79.
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Numerous attempts have been undertaken to trace the lineage of SCSR and place it
in its historical context. A respected study by Henry May and summarized by Mark Noll
describes four manifestations of the Enlightenment from an American perspective.** The
moderate Enlightenment represented by Newton and Locke held that the methodology of
rigorous empirical science along with newly discovered physical laws provide useful
descriptions of the universe that are compatible with traditional Christian beliefs. Others
such as Hume and Voltaire found enlightenment thought applicable to a broader set of
disciplines. To them, not only traditional science, but also traditional religion and ethics
had become obsolete. Just as astronomy had to jettison astrology, so religion had to
separate itself from superstitions such as miracles and supernatural revelation while
retaining natural religion. May calls this branch the skeptical Enlightenment. The
revolutionary Enlightenment and its proponents such as Rousseau and Robespierre
advocated a complete break with tradition.

Each of these three strains had a minor impact on America compared with the
didactic Enlightenment that developed in Scotland. May uses the term didactic because of
the teaching role assumed by many American clergy at the beginning of the 19" century to
“rescue” and defend in their sermons what were deemed to be the positive elements of the
Enlightenment.45 With considerable variation in theological perspective, there was no

consensus on which aspects of the Enlightenment were consistent with Christianity. The

* May., 361.

* Joel A. Carpenter and Kenneth W. Shipps, eds., Making Higher Education Christian
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Christian University Press, 1987)., 59-61. Noll’s chapter is
titled, “The Revolution, the Enlightenment, and Christian Higher Education in the Early
Republic.”

** May., 338.
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didactic Enlightenment refers to the way in which SCSR was active in America after being

transmitted from Scotland during the 18" century.

Thomas Reid and SCSR

The primary architect of SCSR was Thomas Reid (1710-96), professor of moral
philosophy at the University of Glasgow, 1764-96. While our primary interest is to
describe that philosophy as Witherspoon understood it, it is useful to begin with Reid,
because Reid was a first rate philosopher who made the greatest contribution to the mature
formulation of SCSR. Witherspoon, on the other hand, was not a philosopher and his
extant works do not provide a complete discussion on the subject. Unfortunately, like
many philosophers, Reid is not that easy to understand, despite the fact that his views have
been called “common sense.” Because it is called “common sense,” many have assumed
that Reid’s ideas are simple and obvious.*® But those who have studied him strongly
disagree. Nicholas Wolterstorff says, “It has to be conceded that Reid’s discussion of
Common Sense is confusing. And not just confusing, but confused: It both confuses us
and reveals confusion in Reid. Ijudge it to be, in fact, the most confused part of Reid’s

thought.”47

In view of this introduction, it need not be emphasized that the following
discussion of SCSR will neither be complete nor exhaustive. Hopefully it will shed some

light for what follows.

“® The Oxford American dictionary defines common sense as "good sense and sound
Judgment in practlcal matters.” This contemporary definition is similar to the common
usage in the 18" century, but it does not describe the philosophy of Common Sense. But
then as now, some implications of the philosophy of Common Sense seem much more
conS|stent with ordinary common sense to the lay- person than many other philosophies.

" Nicholas Wolterstorff, Thomas Reid and the Story of Epistemology, ed. Robert B.
Pippin, First paperback ed., Modern European Philosophy (Cambridge, United Kingdom:
Cambridge University Press, 2004)., 218.
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Before proceeding, a humorous aside is in order. Reid seems to have been quite
aware of this general sense of confusion described by Wolterstorff. The following from
Joel Weinsheimer includes Reid’s comments on common sense from his Philosophical
Works:

‘Men rarely ask what common sense is,” Reid remarks, which is
probably just as well, because those who do ask for a definition are unlikely

to get a satisfactory answer. The reason is not simply that the principles of

common sense are irremediably vague, though that is true; or that the term

‘common sense’ (which includes koine aesthesis and sensus communis) has

become a semantic miasma over the centuries, thought that is also true.

Rather, definitions are rarely requested or offered because, as Reid says...

‘Every man believes himself possessed of it, and would take it for an

imputation upon his understanding to be though unacquainted with it

Reid’s philosophical outlook is motivated by the discipline of mathematics. What
attracts him to mathematics is its foundation on certain “first principles” known as axioms
and definitions. He sees principles of common sense as analogous to mathematical
principles in that they are “intuitively self evident, deductively sterile and presuppositions
of our thinking.”49 To be useful, these principles must also be shared. Furthermore, he
says that significant progress in any discipline depends on general agreement within society
on a set of common first principles. Reid was also greatly impressed by science. To Reid,
Bacon and Newton had demonstrated through scientific achievements that a rational,
empirical, inductive scientific method could free mankind from the traditions of “medieval
deductionism.” Reid considered Hume’s philosophy a failure because (having begun with

Locke), he was unable to establish the link between the mental (ideas of the mind) and

“® Joel C. Weinsheimer, Eighteenth-Century Hermeneutics (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1993)., 136. Aristotle introduced the term koine aesthesis to refer to common
sense, while the Latin equivalent is sensus communis.

“ Grave., 149.
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physical objects so that cause and effect in the physical world could be confirmed in the
mind.”

It was Reid’s belief that like Newton, a logical, disciplined, inductive approach of
discovery and formulation based on commonly held first principles could be applied in
areas other than the physical sciences such as ethics. Noll calls this aspect of SCSR
methodological common sense, one of the three main emphases of Reid and his common
sense cohorts that found root in America. The other two were epistemological Common
Sense, by which he (Noll) means that “our perceptions reveal the world pretty much as it is
and are not merely ‘ideas’ impressed on our minds” and ethical Common Sense, also
known as moral sense, which means that man has an innate sense of morality, from which
specific rules of ethics can be derived.”!

Reid believed that with this line of thought, he was simply being consistent with the
created order. He reasoned that as our Creator, God has given us our natural senses for the
express purpose of knowing the real world. Reid was simply recognizing this fact and
showing that by discovering these first principles and stating them in clear and
unmistakable terms, man could employ his senses more productively. To convey some
idea of the nature of these “principles,” the following is one of Reid’s many lists taken
from his Essays:

1) a belief in the existence of all things of which I am conscious

2) that my thoughts are my own
3) that my memories are reliable

*® Theodore D. Bozeman, Protestants in an Age of Science: The Baconian Ideal and
Ante-Bellum American Religious Thought (Chapel Hill, NC: Univ of North Carolina Press,
1977)., 6-9. A nice summary of this development can also be found in E. Brooks
Holifield, Theology in America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003)., 173-180.

*" Mark A. Noll, "Common Sense Traditions and American Evangelical Thought,"
American Quarterly 37, no. 2 (1985), Noll, America's God., 233-234.
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4) that my existence is self-consistent

5) that things really exist which I perceive by my senses

6) that [ have “some degree” of power over my actions and the
determination of my free will

7) that my natural capacity to distinguish truth from error is reliable

8) that the other person has an intelligent inner life

9) that actions as well as words indicate thoughts in the mind of myself
and the other

10) that testimony and personal opinion are matters of regard

11) that there are events which are self-evident

12) that nature will remain phenomenonological self-referential: things
will be as they have been in similar situations’*

Reid’s ideas on common sense were developed to refute the challenge from
skepticism in Locke, Descartes, Nicholas Malebranche and Hume and from idealism in
Berkeley.™ To suggest that we cannot know what really is or that there is no reality
beyond the mind was quite unsettling to most all Christians. SCSR was appealing because
it asserted that human intuition and perception are generally reliable guides to know what
is real. Furthermore it allowed Reid to claim that morality could be known in a manner
similar to natural phenomena. Speaking of the practical effect on the American cultural
landscape, Noll observes,

What the Scottish philosophers and the American educators had done was

to restate Christian morality in a scientific form without having to appeal to

the special revelation of Scripture or to the authoritative traditions of the

church. In fact, Scottish Realism seemed to provide the only means in the

Age of Reason for retaining a belief in scriptural authority and usefulness

of the church, since it could demonstrate their reality on the basis of

commonsense perceptions of the physical world and the transmission of the
internal moral sense.”

%2 Michael W. DeLashmutt, "Nathaniel William Taylor and Thomas Reid: Scottish
Common-Sense Philosophy's Impact Upon the Formation of New Haven Theology in
Antebellum America," Scottish Journal of Theology 58, no. 1 (2005)., 62-63.

*® Despite his rejection of idealism, Reid was indebted to Berkeley for a number of key
ideas, including his teaching on natural signs, which he considered to be evidence that
the philosophy of common sense came from God. Grave., 151-161.

% Carpenter., 63.
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Witherspoon and SCSR

Witherspoon was a contemporary of Reid, but compared to his dependence on
Hutcheson, Reid was barely acknowledged. Late in life Witherspoon claimed he had, in
fact, not been influenced by Reid at all. His somewhat defensive response that he had
published an article in the Scots magazine defending the philosophy of common sense
before any of Reid’s works almost makes him appear jealous of Reid.”

Hutcheson preceded Reid at Glasgow University by 35 years. Hutcheson’s
reputation was as a great lecturer in philosophy, but in theology he was known for general
accommodation with learned society. “Rational and undogmatic, he was a humanist whose
understanding of man’s nature was dominated by the idea of benevolence rather than that
of the fall.””*® Although he died before the long dispute between the Moderate and Popular
parties of which Witherspoon was a part, Hutcheson was recognized by both sides as the
inspiration for the Moderate cause.”’ Because in this role Hutcheson also served as the
principal figure for Witherspoon’s satire against the Moderates, it seems just a bit
incongruous to think of Hutcheson as his primary source for his course on Moral
Philosophy.

What Witherspoon found attractive in Hutcheson was his belief in an innate moral
sense and an approach to ethics closely coupled to experience.58 Although he based his

ethics on this fundamental idea from SCSR and relied on Hutcheson’s System of Moral

% Collins, President Witherspoon., 199.

% Andrew L. and Bulloch Drummon, James, The Scottish Church 1688-1843 (Edinburgh:
The Saint Andrew Press, 1973)., 86.

" Ibid., 65.
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Philosophy for his lectures, his use of Hutcheson was somewhat selective. He rejected
Hutcheson’s notion that moral sense was based on emotion. So, according to Scott,
Witherspoon incorporated ideas from Joseph Butler, namely the idea that our moral sense
has a rational basis and that this moral sense is what the Bible calls our conscience.”
Witherspoon taught, “The moral sense is precisely the same thing with what, in scripture
and common language, we call conscience. It is the law which our Maker has written upon
our hearts, and [so] both intimates and enforces duty, previous to all reasoning.”60
Witherspoon’s goal was to provide a moral philosophy that was acceptable to both
Christians and non-Christians. He was attempting to bridge the gap between positions
represented by Hutcheson and Edwards. Hutcheson had little, if any, concern for
revelation and Edwards believed that true virtue came only from God.® Witherspoon’s
point was that reason and revelation are compatible—that the moral philosophy derived
through reason is consistent with that derived from revelation.

Witherspoon is generally credited with introducing SCSR to America because his
influence was so widespread in theology, education and government. Without diminishing
his influence, it should be noted that SCSR was known in America before Witherspoon.

Although not as fully developed as Reid, the writings of Hutcheson and others were

available in America before 1750.* Given Hutcheson’s reputation as the “most influential

°8 Mark A. Noll, "The Irony of the Enlightenment for Presbyterians in the Early Republic,"

Journal of the Early Republic 5, no. 2 (1985)., 155.

% Witherspoon, An Annotated Edition of Lectures on Moral Philosophy, Scott, Jack, Ed.,

37-38.

*Ipid., 78.

®" Noll, "The Irony of the Enlightenment for Presbyterians in the Early Republic.”, 158.

®2 Richard B. and Smitten Sher, Jeffrey R., eds., Scotland and America in the Age of the

Enlightenment (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1990)., 115-130. Peter Diamond,
author of the chapter titled, “Witherspoon, William Smith and the Scottish Philosophy in
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moral philosopher of the era,” Edwards, who agreed with Hutcheson that all mankind had a
God-given moral sense, strongly disagreed that his moral sense was a “reliable guide” to
virtue.* Francis Alison who taught moral philosophy at the College of Philadelphia
apparently adopted Hutchison with no reservations.®*

Interestingly, Witherspoon was not the only Scottish professor promoting SCSR
during the latter half of the 18" century. James Wilson arrived in 1765, served in
Congress, signed the Declaration of Independence, and served on the U.S. Supreme Court.
He is credited with “the earliest attempt to delineate and establish an independent
American legal tradition.” Despite his greater dependence on Thomas Reid, Wilson more
strongly emphasized the role of revelation on moral philosophy than Witherspoon,
particularly with respect to public laws. Wilson lectured that “human law must rest its
authority, ultimately upon that authority of that law, which is divine.”®

Where it took root, SCSR seemed to permeate every avenue of thought.66
“Nowhere was the Enlightenment more fully assimilated by an established Church than in

Scotland.” Most often this assimilation is associated with the Moderates, but David

Bebbington observes that “the leaders of the Popular Party were equally imbued with

Revolutionary America” suggests that authentic SCSR depends on Reid. With more
precise analysis, he says that since Reid is the author of SCSR and Witherspoon is not a
philosopher and did not depend on Reid for his views, it is slightly misleading to contend
that he [Witherspoon] introduced Scottish common sense philosophy to America.”, 130
® George M. Marsden, Jonathan Edwards a Life (New Haven: Yale University Press
2003)., 465.
®* Sloan., 88.
® Fred J. Hood, Reformed America: The Middle and Southern States, 1783-1837
(Tuscaloosa, Alabama: University of Alabama Press, 1980)., 89-92. Like Witherspoon,
he was also widowed and speculated in real estate, but with more disastrous results.
AIthough our interest is theological, this recent semi-popular study links the Scottish
Enlightenment to advances in a wide range of disciplines. James Buchan, Crowded with
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Enlightenment values.”®’

This assimilation was not uniform as seen by the continuing
strife between the Moderate and Popular factions of the Church of Scotland. Each side

adopted the philosophy consistent with its theological priorities.

SCSR and America

In America, the dissemination and adoption of SCSR was enhanced by missionaries
such as Witherspoon. As a result of his labors along with others, it could be observed that
“no other single philosophical movement has ever exerted as much influence on theology
in America as Scottish Realism exerted on the antebellum theologians.”68 Compared to
many other theologians, Witherspoon exercised considerable caution and restraint in his
adoption of SCSR and that restraint continued for generations that followed him at
Princeton Seminaury.69

As DeLashmutt notes, “it wasn’t Hodge and the College of New Jersey which made
the most use of Scottish common-sense philosophy. Rather it was...in New Haven...the
seat of Jonathan Edward’s theological legacy.. 270 Though claiming Edwards’ mantle,
Nathaniel William Taylor employed SCSR to adapt central orthodox doctrines to the

rationalist mindset of his day. Taylor demonstrates his Common Sense immersion with the

Genius the Scottish Enlightenment: Edinburgh's Moment of the Mind (New York: Harper
Collins Publishers, 2003).

®” Nigel M. de S.; Wright Cameron, David F.; Lachman, David C.; Meek, Donald E., eds.,
Dictionary of Scottish Church History and Theology (Downers Grove, lllinois: InterVarsity
Press, 1993)., 294, from Bebbington’s article, “Scottish Enlightenment.”

* Holifield., 175.

% As one example, consider Charles Hodge. The influence of SCSR on his thinking is
seen in his understanding of the nature of man. After citing a number of references in
Hodge’s Systematic Theology, Ahlstrom says, “Hodge himself draws back from his
conclusions. Actually the influence of rational humanism is diffused throughout the work
and is discernible not so much in particular as in the nuance of the whole book.”Ahlstrom,
"The Scottish Philosophy and American Theology.", 266, 272 fn51.
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following observation: “And what sort of philosophy, reason or common sense is this—a
sin before the first sin—sin before all sin? Do you say there must be difficulties in
theology? Iask must there be nonsense in theology?”’!

In addition to Taylor, the influential trends of SCSR at Cambridge were more far-
reaching theologically, though not geographically. One of Harvard professor David
Tappan’s “most distinguished” students was William Ellery Channing. Through the
reading of Hutcheson under the direction of his “moderate Calvinist” professor, Channing
had a “religious awakening” in which he discovered the essential goodness of mankind.
Thus, Reid, Stewart and others helped develop the Unitarian views of Channing, who was
a prominent and effective spokesman for over 40 years following his 1798 graduation. “By
1810, Harvard was for all practical purposes a Unitarian institution, and the Scottish
Philosophy became almost official both in the College and the new Divinity School.””?

Of course, much of the spread of SCSR occurred through the graduates of
institutions like Princeton. Rev. David Caldwell taught at a humble institution known as
the Log College near Greensboro, North Carolina, called “the most important institution of
learning in North Carolina” of the late 18™ and early 19" centuries. Until he retired at the

age of 95, he had been the school’s only teacher for over 40 years. Caldwell graduated

from Princeton in 1761, seven years before Witherspoon arrived. Yet among his meager

° DeLashmuitt., 68.

" bid., 75. Cited from Nathaniel William Taylor, Concio ad Clerum: A Sermon on Human
Nature and Freedom, Section 1 [on-line]; available from
http://www.moody.edu/undergraaduate/bibletheo/Quiggle/ge420/taylor.htm; accessed 28
February 2003.

"2 Ahlstrom, "The Scottish Philosophy and American Theology.", 262-263. Bozeman
surveys the absorption of SCSR ideas among Princetonians especially in chapters 2,
“The Presbyterian Old School: A Case Study Profile” and 7 “Baconism and the Bible:
Hermeneutics for an Age of Science.”
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teaching resources, he had somehow acquired a copy of Witherspoon’s syllabus for his
Lectures in Moral Philosophy.73

The affect of SCSR on American Christianity was not limited to the early 19"
century. It has continued until the present. In addition to the Presbyterian and liberal
examples noted above, fundamentalism has also been affected as documented by George

74
Marsden.

Summary

Imported from Scotland, SCSR was the primary manifestation of the Enlightenment
that found acceptance in late 18" and early 19" century America. SCSR’s primary
philosophical architect was Thomas Reid. Reid founded his ideas on the premise that
religion and ethics were analogous to science in that first principles, sensory data,
induction and intuition could be rationally processed to enhance our understanding.
Despite Reid’s work on SCSR, Witherspoon does not rely on Reid or much refer to him.
Instead he turns to Reid’s predecessor Hutcheson, although somewhat selectively.
Witherspoon found aspects of Hutcheson’s moral philosophy quite useful, but not his
theology. Other academicians and clergy in mid-18" century American also found their
SCSR inspiration primarily from Hutcheson.

Several influential American clergy such as Nathaniel William Taylor and William
Ellery Channing were quite enamored with enlightenment thought, leading to serious

compromises in orthodox doctrine. Witherspoon, on the other hand, exercised

73 Ernest Trice Thompson, Presbyterians in the South (Richmond, Virginia: John Knox
Press, 1963)., 246.
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considerable restraint, a restraint motivated by his commitment to orthodox theology. He
firmly believed that orthodox theology and SCSR were consistent and together would
enable Christianity to succeed in a hostile world without compromise. Subsequent scholars

have not all shared his view of the harmony between the two.

" George M. Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1980).

30



Chapter 4
Witherspoon’s Approach to Theology
The link between philosophy and theology, while unmistakable, consequential and
even far-reaching, never seems to be as straightforward as might be expected.
Philosophical strains are not easily defined and their impact on various individuals and
ideas is quite diverse and sometimes surprising. Perceptions and interpretations are neither
complete nor completely accurate and the set of particular issues which motivate each
individual seems to be unique, aside from the influence of personalities and personal
relationships. In short, the influence of philosophy on theology in history is a
multidimensional phenomenon—more a process of diffusion and circulation than

transmission or propagation.

Witherspoon’s Commitment to Orthodoxy

In reading various sermons, essays and letters as well as the lectures that he
delivered at Princeton, we see a man dedicated to the promulgation of the Christian faith,
both in the pulpit and in the classroom. At Princeton he was concerned with sound
doctrine, but that was not his only concern. Before beginning to address the topics of
theology proper in his Lectures on Divinity, he devotes his first lecture to personal
spirituality. It is his desire that his prospective pastors balance acquisition of theological
knowledge by seeking “for inward, vital comfort, to know in whom you have believed, and

9975

endeavour after the greatest strictness and tenderness of practice.””” In order for these

8 Works:4.12.
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young men to successfully “devote their life and talents to service of Christ,”’® he knows

9977

that first of all, they “must rely on Christ alone for salvation,””" and develop a fervent,

78 This is essential for

private prayer life, which he refers to as the “duties of the closet.
developing true Christian character, living a life that will glorify God, and providing a
shield against temptation.

Witherspoon is not paying lip service to piety. He refers to the tender heart of
Josiah” as a model of godliness and emphasizes the importance of regular, private prayer,
living by faith, practicing self-denial, dedicating one’s ministry to glorify God, and
guarding against temptation.*® While Witherspoon served as pastor of the church at
Princeton where he preached each Sunday, Ashbel Green reports that he “was ardent and
exemplary to promote intensively the cause of the Redeemer as visibly paramount to all
other considerations.” During the third and fourth years of his tenure at Princeton, Green
reports that an early fruit of his diligence was a spiritual revival among the students.®!

His commitment to sound theology was challenged long before his ministry in
America. While a student at the University of Edinburgh, he was classmates with Hugh
Blair and others, who would later become leaders of the Moderate party. Opposing

traditional orthodoxy, Blair’s M. A. thesis that natural law made revelation unnecessary

indicates how polarized they had become even as young students.® Witherspoon’s conflict

® Works:4.11.

" Works:4.13.

8 Works:4.14.

2 Kings 22:19.

% Works:4.12-15.

® Green., 144.

8 Sher, Scotland and America in the Age of the Enlightenment., 104-105.

32



with the Moderates was to continue with increasing intensity until he departed for
America.*

It has been suggested that Witherspoon underwent an “intellectual conversion”
when he came to America.®* After all, in his attacks on the Moderates in Scotland,
Hutcheson and Shaftsbury were often directly named, whereas in America, Hutcheson is
his primary source for his lectures on moral philosophy.85 Although, the nature, scope and
extent of his “conversion” is beyond the scope of this investigation, it should be noted that
besides his vocation, his ecclesiastical and intellectual context has also changed.

In America, Witherspoon no longer finds himself trying to defend orthodox
theology against successful attacks within in his own denomination. As president of one of
only a handful of colleges in America, he is shown greater respect as a leader and thinker.
From his new vantage, he observes greater threats to Christianity from Deism,
Unitarianism and infidelity. SCSR was well suited to confront these foes because both
sides had their roots in the Enlightenment. As Witherspoon said, “as it is impossible to
hinder [the infidels] from reasoning on this subject, the best way is to meet them upon their

86 In addition to

own ground, and to show from reason itself, the fallacy of their principles
confronting Deism, less than eight years after stepping on shore, he providentially found

himself joining the America’s founders to draft the constitution. SCSR served as the

conduit for him to apply his theological views on the nature of man in that pivotal

% As noted above, pp. 8-11.

8 Mark A. Noll, Hatch, Nathan O., Marsden, George M., The Search for Christian
America (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 1983)., 88-91.

% Sher, Scotland and America in the Age of the Enlightenment, Witherspoon, An
Annotated Edition of Lectures on Moral Philosophy, Scott, Jack, Ed., 27-28.

% Works: 3.270.
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legislative setting. In Scotland, his focus had not been on government and political theory
at all, despite the politically oriented quarreling with the Moderates.

The individual most closely connected to this “intellectual conversion” is Thomas
Hutcheson and between Scotland and America, his interaction with Hutcheson is
considerably different. In Scotland, he views Hutcheson as the guiding light of the
Moderates since their theological views were similar to his and all of Witherspoon’s
generation had studied Hutcheson. His attacks on Hutcheson in Ecclesiastical
Characteristics are theological in nature—from within the context of the Presbyterian
Church. But theology was not his primary focus during his Princeton lectures in moral
philosophy.

At Edinburgh, Witherspoon had received a liberal arts education and the personal
benefit he recalls deriving is certainly one reason why he promotes it to his divinity
students at Princeton. The whole of Lecture Il in the divinity series argues the case that a
minister should have a liberal arts education, especially languages, moral philosophy,
history and eloquence.87 Although Hutcheson was by far his most important source for his
lectures on moral philosophy, Witherspoon uses him selectively. As Scott points out,
“Although Witherspoon is not as vehement in his criticism of Hutcheson as he is of
Shaftsbury, nonetheless he does not basically agree with him. Witherspoon is particularly
disturbed over the utilitarian implications in Hutcheson’s ethical philosophy...”

Witherspoon agrees with them that man possesses a moral sense, but disagrees that it is

8 Works:4.20. He also lists grammar, mathematics, astronomy, oratory, law, physic,
poetry, painting, statuary, architecture, music, anatomy, botany, chemistry as beneficial,
4:18.
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based on affection.®®

At the conclusion of the lectures, he provides a bibliography of
approximately 30 authors, including Hume, Thomas Hobbes and Niccolo Machiavelli, with
whom his disagreements were quite fundamental. So for Witherspoon, someone did not

have to agree with him theologically to take agreeable positions in ethics and one did not

have to take agreeable positions in ethics to be useful as a source of learning.

Reason and Revelation

In assessing the influence of SCSR on understanding the effects of the Fall on man,
it is instructive to first consider how Witherspoon synthesized reason and revelation. The
issue of reason and revelation is not the theme of any single lecture or sermon, but it
frequently arose in the course of an address. Often when he was engaged in convincing his
audience of a particular truth this issue was present, either explicitly or lurking in the
background. Of his extant works, probably the most complete discussion of the effects of
reason and revelation on theology can be found in his Lectures on Divinity.

Related to the use of reason and revelation is the question of why did he appeal to
reason so often? More fundamentally, why is reason so prominent in his thinking? In the
preface to a 1764 republication of his essays on justification and regeneration, he says that
his objective is to return people to “the truth as it is in Jesus.” And to reach this truth, he
appeals to “every man to endeavor to support those principles which appear to him to be
founded on Reason and Scripture, as well as to attack without scruple every thing which he

believed is contrary to either.”® This statement raises several questions. Why is reason

% Witherspoon, An Annotated Edition of Lectures on Moral Philosophy, Scott, Jack, Ed.,
36-37.
% Works:1.3.
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included in this statement, for which his focus is not some abstract set of principles, but
“the truth as it is in Jesus”? Is not Scripture sufficient to convince us about the truth of
Christ? Does Witherspoon believe reason and revelation are equally important? What

should be done when they appear to conflict?

By way of introduction to this discussion, it should be noted that our God-given
rational faculties are an essential part of our constitution as human beings and are critical
for survival. One function of our minds is to serve as a gatekeeper to process information
that we receive from other sources. Certainly we cannot understand, nor respond to the
Gospel as revealed to us by the Holy Spirit without employing reason. Potential problems
arise in how this processing occurs because the gatekeeper can judge some information to
be invalid, partially true, irrelevant, applicable in only certain cases, etc. Indeed, it must
perform those functions for our mental survival. Witherspoon recognizes that the use of
our rational faculties to process revelation and miracles poses a bit of a conundrum, but
sees it “as a necessary consequence of the wisdom of divine government.” Furthermore, he
says that we must trust God to provide proper guidance.90 Exactly how Witherspoon

understands this guidance is the subject of our inquiry.

Reason Alone is Not Sufficient

In Lecture III of his Divinity lectures, he sees the deistical controversy in the larger
context of the contest between reason and revelation. He perceives that the Deists’
objectives were to show that having found reason, their religion had no need of revelation.

For them revelation was akin to superstition. His response was that the need for revelation

% Works:4.48.
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has been evident in all societies. If revelation is unnecessary, how does one explain the
most advanced societies of the ancient world? Their lack of revelation is shown in their
“absurd notions of God,” their evil religious practices, “particularly human sacrifices” and
their “great immorality.”"

Even the deists themselves were inadvertently relying on revelation to argue that
revelation is unnecessary. Had it not been for biblical revelation, they would not have such
“sublime and noble conceptions of God” which they claim are so reasonable.”” In one
sermon he charged that the deists were most ungrateful for failing to thank God for the
light they have been given through revelation. “Oh! The ingratitude of those wretches who
call themselves freethinkers, who have been taught by revelation only to form rational and
consistent notions of the first cause and Creator of all things, and yet reject revelation

1”93 In other words, the answers that

entirely, and pretend to found them on human reason
they found to be so reasonable were not derived from reason, but supplied from revelation.
No, for Witherspoon, reason alone is certainly not sufficient.

Not only is reason insufficient apart from revelation, it has more often led men
away from God. In Lecture V, he describes how the Gospel was rejected by both Jews and
Greeks due to the “prejudices of human nature” and cites Paul’s admonition in 1
Corinthians 1:23. Human reason would never have conceived of the many unlikely events

in the story of redemption that we have in Jesus, such as his humble origin and death on a

cross. Witherspoon concludes, “true religion has been, is, and always will be contrary to

9 Works:4.24.
% Works:4.24.
% Works:1.413.
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the spirit of the [world].””" In essence, those who despise revelation and depend on reason

to find God are without hope.

Reason Relative to Revelation

Following his strong endorsement of miracles as an apologetic for the Christian
faith in the introduction to Lecture VI and a discussion of the definition of miracles,
Witherspoon considers the impact of miracles in confirming doctrine. He notes that Jesus
himself used his miraculous works as a witness to his message (although he fails to note
that most who saw these miracles did not believe). By contrast, Witherspoon explains
what some of his contemporaries mean when they say that miracles confirm the truth of
doctrine. They may say that “miracles are the only sanction that can be given to
revelation,” but they qualify their reliance on that principle to cases only when the doctrine
in question is reasonable. They say that some doctrines are “so shocking to reason” that no
miracle could ever convince us of its veracity.95

To this he responds that anyone who sets his reason “independent of revelation,
above the testimony of God” is clearly in error. In reality, they have completely denied the
role of miracles to confirm revelation because they regard reason as the real judge.

To begin by making the suggestion of our own reason the standard of what

is to be heard or examined, as a matter of revelation, I look upon to be

highly dangerous, manifestly unjust, and inconsistent with the foundation-

stone of all revealed religion, viz. that reason, without it [revelation] is
insufficient to bring us to the knowledge of God...*®

So although reason alone is wholly inadequate, neither can reason be placed above

revelation. Yet Witherspoon suggests that revelation must somehow employ reason as a

% Works:4:37-38.
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helper to process the revelation. The challenge is in the application of what he calls

“prudence” to distinguish true doctrines from false.”’

Christianity is Rational

In Lectures III through VIII, Witherspoon looks at the evidence for the truth of
Christianity. As he proceeds, an interesting question arises in his discourse: Is Christianity
true because it is rational or rational because it is true? He begins in the first three of these
lectures with a discussion of revelation, Christian doctrine, the nature and ministry of
Christ, and the social and political context into which Christ came. Now, one might
suppose that the Gospel as revealed in Scripture would form the core argument of the
strongest case for the truth of Christianity and that it would be the central theme in the first
two of these lectures. Neither is the situation, although he does make a brief existential
case based on the general sense that people have of their own sin and the love and grace of
God for salvation.

Lecture Il is an attempt to refute the Deists by claiming that “revelation in
general”, i.e., abstracted from its Christian context, is necessary. By this he means that
nearly all religions recognize that people face the problem of their own guilt. These
religions see their primary purpose as assuaging that guilt by appeasing their deities. But
people do not know what is required of them unless they are so informed by their gods. He
concludes by claiming that even heathen religions saw revelation as the means whereby

people could learn of their religious duties. As evidence, he paraphrases Socrates

% Works:4.46.
% Works:4:47.
% Works:4.47.
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statement to Alcibiades that “it was reasonable to expect [that] God would send one into
the world to deliver men from ignorance and error, and bring them to the knowledge of
himself’—quite a remarkable statement from Socrates.”

Lecture IV’s case for the truth of Christianity is based on the sublimity, purity,
efficacy, plainness and consistency of doctrine.” Here Witherspoon argues that these
qualities set Christianity apart from all other religions. Brief references to the Gospel
occur, but they are certainly not central to his alrgument.100 He begins his fifth lecture by

building his case on the “truly admirable™"!

qualities of Christ’s human nature—that he
was humble, above reproach and unjustly condemned. The way in which Christ
transformed his band of unimpressive and apprehensive disciples into a force that changed
the course of history is his second point. He elaborates on this theme in Lecture VII,
emphasizing that their surprising success in the face of “the greatest and most violent

opposition made to it from every quarter”'%*

was not the result of political strength,
organized structure, or sophisticated planning—the sort of ingredients we might expect to
be necessary for such a successful revolution. He concludes by describing how God
providentially orchestrated the historical context and specific events surrounding Christ’s
coming and the subsequent spread of the Gospel.

The arguments presented in Lectures III through V do not appear to be particularly

strong, given the potential of the subject matter. Perhaps Witherspoon would not disagree

because he begins the sixth lecture with the words, “We now come to the principal and

% Works:4.24, 26.

% Works:4.28.

190 \Works:4.32, 34, 37.
9" Works:4.35.
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direct evidence for the truth of the christian religion. This is of such a nature, as to be in
itself full and conclusive; so that if the facts alluded to, be true, the consequence is
necessary and unavoidable... the proof of the Christian religion is the working of
miracles.”'® It must be admitted that the space of only six lectures (some 40 pages) limits
what can be said. But neither in Lectures IV and V, which cover doctrine and Christ, nor
in Lecture VI, which covers miracles are either of the two greatest miracles of the Christian
faith, the incarnation and the resurrection even mentioned except in passing, such as when
he notes that the apostles were witnesses of those events.'™ It is certainly not the case that
Witherspoon did not hold firmly to these two central doctrines. One wonders why they are
not exhibited as the most amazing of miracles, not to mention as central exhibits for the
truth of Christianity. All that can be concluded is that at times he seems follow a two step
thought process whereby he demonstrates Christian truth from natural reason as the first
source and fills in with revelation where reason is inadequate or silent.

But aside from the particular content or structure of his arguments, the immediate
question is, why does Witherspoon place such great emphasis on miracles? It is as though
the evidence of miracles is inescapably convincing to any rational mind. Witherspoon
certainly knew that the response of those who witnessed the many miracles recorded in the
Bible was largely unbelief. How was he to suppose that those who simply read the

accounts of those miracles many centuries later, or heard them in a sermon, would find

193 Works:4.43.
1% Works:4.32-33, 35.
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them to be so much more convincing than they were to those who directly saw God work
the actual wonders in their own time?'®

In Lecture VII he recounts the amazing first century spread of the Gospel. This was
accompanied by the “great and valuable effects produced by the gospel,”m6 including the
manifestation of virtues of personal piety and a great increase in knowledge in all
disciplines and among people in all walks of life. On cosmology he says, “From revelation
we learn the simple account of the creation of all things out of nothing by the omnipotence
of God; and perhaps there are few things more delightful, than to observe, that the latest
discoveries in philosophy, have never shewn us any thing but what is perfectly consistent

107 This statement reflects his view that science

with the scripture doctrine and history.
and religion are in complete harmony. One wonders if he would make the same statement
today following the last hundred years of endless controversy. He reaches the same
conclusion at the end of his Lectures on Moral Philosophy. “There is nothing certain or
valuable in moral philosophy, but what is perfectly coincident with the scripture, where the
glory of God is the first principle of action, arising form the subjection of the

creature...”'%

Reason is Important

1% Again, this appears to be another example of Witherspoon looking to SCSR for the
light that only comes by the grace of God. See the section, “Calvin and the noetic effect
of Sin,” in Chapter 6.

1% Works:4.52.

197 \Works:4.53. A more complete discussion of the agreement between Scripture and
“sound philosophy” is found at the beginning of his first lecture on Moral Philosophy,
Works:3.269-271.

'% Witherspoon, An Annotated Edition of Lectures on Moral Philosophy, Scott, Jack, Ed.,
187.
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Despite some statements on the priority of revelation over reason, other portions of
his lectures cause us to wonder what he really means. For example, “Every doctrine that
comes from God must be excellent; that therefore, if the doctrine did not appear of itself to
be excellent, it would be rejected without further examination, because [it is] not worthy of
God.”'%” Although this is true, one is left wondering how Witherspoon thinks we are to
pass judgment on whether these doctrines are in fact “excellent.” This is the approach
taken by biblical critics of all types—including those Witherspoon opposes—who reject all