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Chapter One
INTRODUCTION

Jonathan Edwards and the Trinitarian Shape of Beauty

1t didn’t require great character at all

our refusal disagreement and resistance

we had a shred of necessary courage

but fundamentally it was a matter of taste
Yes taste

in which there are fibers of soul the cartilage of conscience

Who knows if we had been better and more attractively tempted sent
rose-skinned women thin as a wafer

or fantastic creatures from the paintings of Hieronymus Bosch

but what kind of hell was there at this time

a wet pit the murderers’ alley the barrack

called a palace of justice

a home-brewed Mephisto in a Lenin jacket

sent Aurora’s grandchildren out into the field

boys with potato faces

very ugly girls with red hands

Verily their rhetoric was made of cheap sacking

(Marcus Tullius kept turning in his grave)

chains of tautologies a couple of concepts like flails

the dialectics of slaughterers no distinctions in reasoning

syntax deprived of beauty of the subjunctive



So aesthetics can be helpful in life
one should not neglect the study of beauty

Before we declare our consent we must carefully examine
the shape of the architecture the rhythm of the drums and pipes

official colors the despicable ritual of funerals

Our eyes and ears refused obedience

the princes of our senses proudly chose exile

1t did not require great character at all
we had a shred of necessary courage
but fundamentally it was a matter of taste
Yes taste
that commands us to get out to make a wry face draw out a sneer
even if for this the precious capital of the body the head
must falll

~ Zbigniew Herbert

Beauty can be consoling, disturbing, sacred, profane; it can be exhilarating, appealing,
inspiring, chilling. It can affect us in an unlimited variety of ways. Yet it is never viewed
with indifference: beauty demands to be noticed; it speaks to us directly like the voice of
an intimate friend. If there are people who are indifferent to beauty, then it is surely
because they do not perceive it

~ Roger Scruton

! Zbigniew Herbert, “The Power of Taste,” in Report from the Besieged City, trans. John and Bogdana
Carpenter (New York: Ecco Press, 1985). In this insightful poem, Herbert claims that resistance to the
totalitarian regime in Soviet-era Poland was attributable not to ethics (“great character”), but to aesthetics (it
“was a matter of taste. ... Yes taste.”). He argues for the utility and value of aesthetics saying, “So aesthetics
can be helpful in life / one should not neglect the study of beauty.”

% Roger Scruton, Beauty: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), preface.



LDas Alte stiirzt, es dndert sich die Zeit, Und neues Leben bliiht aus den Ruinen.” So
Schiller claims. This is welcome news for theological aesthetics. As a theological construct,
beauty generally did not fare well in much of modernity. Contemporary theology, however, is
witnessing a resurgence of interest in the concept of beauty. Numerous studies in theological
aesthetics have been propounded in recent years. This is not surprising, nor is it new; the relation
of art and religion has been a topic of ongoing interest, especially since the emergence of
Romanticism. What is new, however, is the reemergence of beauty per se as a locus of
theological interest—not merely as it relates to art, but in its own right. This seems to mark a
shift in thought. As “the old crumbles” and “the times change,” I wish to recommend the
aesthetics of Jonathan Edwards (1703—1758) to nurture the “new life blossoming from the
ruins.”*

Beauty lies at the very heart of Edwards’ theological program. He develops the whole of
his theology as a motet of harmonizing voices around the cantus firmus of being, understood in
terms of beauty. Therefore, this dissertation seeks to explicate Edwards’ notions of beauty with a
view toward recommending him as profitable source and guide (on some issues) in the
contemporary resurgence of interest in theological aesthetics. This dissertation, then, is a
ressourcement, 1.€., a retrieval and reinscription, of Jonathan Edwards’ theological aesthetics. It
explores Edwards’ views of beauty, framing them according to their trinitarian shape and
presenting them as a seminal and fruitful resource in the contemporary context.

In service of that end, this introductory chapter will serve as a guide to the dissertation.

The chapter is divided into three sections. The first division, “Introductory Questions,” addresses

3 Friedrich Schiller, “Wilhelm Tell,” Act 4.2, lines 2425-2426 in Schillers Werke, Nationalausgabe, ed. Norbert
Oellers (Weimar: Hermann Bohlaus Nachfolger, 1980), 178.

* I render the lines from Schiller (above): “The old crumbles, the times change, And new life blossoms from the
ruins.”



four questions: 1) The Question of Purpose: The Aims and Contributions of This Project; 2) The
Question of Beauty: Why Beauty?; 3) The Question of Edwards: Why Jonathan Edwards?; and
finally 4) The Status Qucestionis: Edwards’ Aesthetics in the Secondary Literature. The second
division of the chapter proffers a typology of theories of beauty. While many discreet species of
the notion of beauty can be identified, they tend to fall into three overlapping genera, or
categories: 1) Ontological Conceptions of Beauty, 2) Formal Conceptions of Beauty, and 3)
Affective Conceptions of Beauty. The final section of the chapter limns the remaining chapters

of the dissertation.

PART I: INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

1. THE QUESTION OF PURPOSE: The Aims and Contributions of This Project.

The contributions of this dissertation lie chiefly in three areas. The primary aim of this
study is to advance the burgeoning field of the study of Jonathan Edwards by elucidating his
views of beauty. In so doing, I present him as a rich source for the theological engagement of
beauty, which could serve not only the field of Edwards studies, but also that of theological
aesthetics more broadly. Secondarily, this project proffers a typology of conceptions of beauty. It
identifies and analyzes conceptual categories in which particular theological aesthetics tend to be
developed, observing that the majority of the manifold theories of beauty in Western thought fall
into one of three morphological classes: ontological, formal, and affective conceptions of the
beautiful. This typology provides a clarifying schema of beauty to discuss and analyze the
distinct conceptions of it. As a tertiary contribution, I suggest that Edwards’ aesthetics offer the
latent rudiments of a trinitarian grammar of beauty that, while Edwards does not himself

develop, might nonetheless be explored in generative and important ways.



At the opening of a work on Jonathan Edwards’ theological conception of beauty, a
question presents itself: Why undertake such a project? Phrased more specifically in two parts:
Why focus on beauty as a theological idea, and what can Jonathan Edwards contribute to the

field of theological aesthetics?

2. THE QUESTION OF BEAUTY: Why Beauty?

While beauty is generally recognized as a deep human good, and while a well-ordered
love of beauty was lauded in most pre-modern Christianity, a minority report has persisted in
some Christian views of beauty. Rooted as it was in a horizon of Platonic ambivalence about the
created order,” created beauty was sometimes viewed askance as a potential distraction from,’ or

as an ersatz substitute for,” higher forms of beauty, i.e., moral,® spiritual,” and especially, divine

> In some cases (e.g., Manichean or Gnostic and some platonisms), the Greco-Roman context of the first few
centuries of the Christian era were marked not by an ambivalence toward material reality, but by an outright
antipathy for it.

% Gregory of Nyssa is representative of this common worry when he says, “As regards the inquiry into the nature of
beauty, we see, again, that the man of half-grown intelligence, when he observes an object which is bathed in
the glow of a seeming beauty, thinks that the object is in its essence beautiful, no matter what it is that so
presupposes him with the pleasure of the eye. He will not go deeper into the subject. But the other, whose
mind’s eye is clear, and who can inspect such appearances, will neglect those elements which are the material
only upon which the Form of Beauty works; to him they will be but the ladder by which he climbs to the
prospect of that intellectual Beauty, in accordance with their share in which all other beauties get their existence
and their name” (Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Second series, vol. 5, Select Writings and Letters of Gregory,
Bishop of Nyssa, trans. William Moore and Henry Austin Wilson, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wallace
[Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1894], On Virginity, ch. 11, 355).

7 Gregory of Nyssa believes that created beauty cannot ultimately satisfy our hunger for divine beauty and therefore
simply serves as an appetizer for a greater banquet. He says, “All other objects that attract men’s love, be they
never so fashionable, be they prized never so much and embraced never so eagerly, must be left below us, as
too low, too fleeting, to employ the powers of loving which we possess; not indeed that those powers are to be
locked up within us unused and motionless; but only that they must first be cleansed from all lower longings;
then we must lift them to that height to which sense can never reach. Admiration even of the beauty of the
heavens, and of the dazzling sunbeams, and, indeed, of any fair phenomenon, will then cease. The beauty
noticed there will be but as the hand to lead us to the love of the supernal Beauty whose glory the heavens and
the firmament declare, and whose secret the whole creation sings. The climbing soul, leaving all that she has
grasped already as too narrow for her needs, will thus grasp the idea of that magnificence which is exalted far
above the heavens” (ibid.).

¥ E.g., Augustine, who lauds the beauty of righteousness (iustitia). He reminds his hearers, “You have external eyes
with which to appreciate marble and gold, but within you is an eye which enables you to see the beauty of



beauty,'® which tend to be incorporeal.'’ Feminine beauty, in particular, was regarded with
suspicion as a preferred wile of the devil to draw people (i.e., men) into lascivious sensual

12 . . . .
pleasure. ©~ Wariness about conceptions of beauty rooted in eros (or pleasure, desire, and

righteousness” (“Enarrationes in Psalmos,” 64:8, The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21"
Century: Expositions of the Psalms 51-72, Part 3, Vol. 17 [New York: New City Press, 2001]). “There is beauty
in righteousness,” he asserts elsewhere, “righteousness has its own fair character” (ibid., 32:6).

® Augustine lauds the spiritual beauty of the truths of scripture. “Let us keep our eyes on beautiful things,” he says,
“let us gaze with the eyes of our minds at what is conveyed by the various senses of the divine scriptures, and
rejoice at the sight” (ibid., 32:25).

19 Regarding divine beauty, Nyssen says, “The ardent lover of beauty, although receiving what is always visible as
an image of what he desires, yet longs to be filled with the very stamp of the archetype. And the bold request
which goes up the mountain of desire asks this: to enjoy the Beauty not in mirrors and reflections, but face to
face” (Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of Moses, tr. Abraham Malherbe and Everett Ferguson [Mahwah, NJ: Paulist
Press, 1979], 2.32, 114).

' Such beauty, of course, is not beheld with physical eyes. “Let us love beauty,” says Augustine, “but let it be the
beauty that appeals to the eye of the heart” (“Enarrationes in Psalmos,” in The Works of Saint Augustine: A
Translation for the 21" Century: Expositions of the Psalms 1-32, pt. 3, vol. 15, trans. Maria Boulding, ed. John
E. Rotelle [New York: New City Press, 2000], 32:6). Here we see an instance of Augustine’s extensive
employment of the metaphor of the “inner eye.” He refers to the concept variously as “a different kind of eyes”
(“Enarrationes in Psalmos,” 44:3 in The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21" Century:
Expositions of the Psalms 33-50, pt. 3, vol. 16, trans. Maria Boulding, ed. John E. Rotelle [New York: New City
Press, 2000]); “the eye of the heart” (ibid., 32:6); “the eyes of our minds” (ibid., 32:25); and “the eyes of our
spirit” (ibid., 44:3). This of course is not exclusive to Augustine, but is common in Platonic thinking. Gregory
of Nyssa, to cite just one writer, refers to one “whose mind’s eye is clear” (On Virginity, X1, Schaff, 355) and
says, “Such an experience seems to me to belong to the soul which loves that which is beautiful. Hope always
draws the soul from the beauty which is seen to what is beyond, always kindles the desire for the hidden
through what is constantly perceived” (The Life of Moses, 2.31, 114).

"2 The writings of many of the Church Fathers are tainted with the general sexism of Hellenistic culture, but
Tertullian (ever tending to the austere and mordant) descends into misogyny. While on the one hand Tertullian
writes a tender letter to his wife (see To His Wife, trans. S. Thelwall, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 4, Fathers of
the Third Century: Tertullian, Part Fourth, Minucius Felix; Commodian, Origen, Parts First and Second, trans.
William Moore and Henry Austin Wilson, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wallace [Buffalo, NY: Christian
Literature Publishing Co., 1894], 39—44), on the other hand when addressing women in a work concerned with
feminine beauty and modesty he says, “And do you not know that you are (each) an Eve? The sentence
of God on this sex of yours lives in this age: the guilt must of necessity live too. You are
the devil’s gateway: you are the unsealer of that (forbidden) tree: you are the first deserter of the
divine law: you are she who persuaded him whom the devil was not valiant enough to attack. You destroyed so
easily God’s image, man. On account of your desert— that is, death—even the Son of God had to die” (On the
Apparel of Women, trans. S. Thelwall, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 4, 14). Valiant Adam, the image of God,
was lead astray by Eve’s beauty. While men ever after follow in Adam’s folly, the odium of men’s lust attaches
to women. For a man, Tertullian says, “as soon as he has felt concupiscence after your beauty, and has mentally
already committed (the deed) which his concupiscence pointed to, perishes; and you have been made the sword
which destroys him: so that, albeit you be free from the (actual) crime, you are not free from the odium
(attaching to it)” (ibid.). “Natural beauty, as (having proved) a cause of evil” (ibid., 15) must henceforth be
downplayed rather than highlighted by means of becoming clothing and jewelry, which “are all the baggage
of woman in her condemned and dead state” (ibid., 14). The same is true of cosmetics (i.e., “they who rub their
skin with medicaments, stain their cheeks with rouge, make their eyes prominent with antimony” [ibid., 20] and
hair dyes (ibid., 21). Female beauty, he says to women who would be holy, “from whatever point you look at it,
is in your case superfluous, you may justly disdain if you have it not, and neglect if you have. Let
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enjoyment) have persisted through the ages. Dimitri Karamazov captures the worry, saying, “The
terrible thing is that beauty is not only fearful but also mysterious. Here the devil is struggling

with God, and the battlefield is the human heart.”"

As some in the late nineteenth century, e.g., Adolph von Harnack, came to view
Hellenistic syncretism as having vitiated New Testament Christianity fout court, misgivings
about the role of beauty in theology took express form in thinkers such as Anders Nygren.'*
Believing that remaining vestiges of Greek thought should be excised from Christian theology,
Nygren asserts that “Eros is of a markedly aesthetic character. It is the beauty of the divine that
attracts the eye of the soul and sets its love in motion. To speak of the ‘beauty’ of God in the
context of Agape, however, sounds very like blasphemy.”'* Karl Barth acknowledges the
perennial Christian disquiet about eros when he observes that

owing to its connection with the ideas of pleasure, desire, and enjoyment (quite apart from its
historical connection with Greek thought), the concept of the beautiful seems to be a particularly
secular one, not at all adapted for introduction into the language of theology, and indeed

16
extremely dangerous.

Barth concludes that prioritizing the role of beauty in theology is a mistake. He affirms that God

is beautiful and that the concept of beauty is necessary in theology, but also strongly qualifies

a holy woman, if naturally beautiful, give none so great occasion (for carnal appetite). Certainly, if even she be
so, she ought not to set off (her beauty), but even to obscure it” (ibid., 20) So then, feminine beauty is
superfluous at best, or more likely, a temptation to vanity in women and lust in men. Therefore, “where modesty
is,” argues Tertullian, “there beauty is idle” (ibid.)

' Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky (New York:
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1990), bk. 3, ch. 3, 108.

' The rejection of the dependence of theology on sources other than revelation including not only pagan Hellenistic
thought, but also reason and human philosophy (that had been typified by nineteenth-century Liberal theology)
is characteristic of “Lundensian” theology, or that theology that emerged in the University of Lund in Sweden
between the two world wars. Nygren, along with Gustaf Aulén, is representative of this form of theology.

'> Anders Nygren, Agape and Eros, trans. Philip S. Watson (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1953), 223-24. NB:
This is merely asserted rather than defended.

' Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, 2.1: The Doctrine of God, Part I, ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance, trans.
T. H. L. Parker and J. L. M. Haier (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1957), 651.
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and limits the conception and use of beauty, insisting that beauty must be a “subordinate and
auxiliary” concept.'’

Furthermore, in modernity the importance of beauty is no longer assumed. As Roger
Scruton points out, “The status of beauty as an ultimate value is questionable, in the way that the
status of truth and goodness are not.”'® Indeed, esteeming beauty strikes some as trifling or
sybaritic. “The word ‘aesthetic,”” observes Hans Urs von Balthasar, “automatically flows from
the pens of both Protestant and Catholic writers when they want to describe an attitude which, in
the last analysis, they find to be frivolous, merely curious and self-indulgent.”"” For those living
in the shadow of a century that witnessed relentless genocide, global warming, and the advent of
AIDS, an emphasis on beauty as a seminal theological category might seem to risk displacing a
much-needed ethics with an effete aestheticism.”’ A question emerges that must be asked and
answered. David Bentley Hart poses it well: “Is beauty theologically defensible?”” He admits that

221 11 4 world of

beauty “might appear at best merely marginal, at worst somewhat precious.
appalling ugliness, is not beauty irrelevant (especially for the poor), escapist (especially for the

bourgeois), or pretentious (especially for the elite)? In short, why elevate beauty?** In the course

"7 Barth, Church Dogmatics, 2.1, 653. See Chapter Two of this work for a summary of Barth’s cautions about
beauty as an overdetermining theological idea.

'8 Scruton, Beauty, 3.

' Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics, vol. 1, Seeing the Form (San Francisco:
Ignatius Press, 1982), 51.

2% In addition to the examples I cite below, a version of this concern is tackled by Wendy Steiner in The Scandal of
Pleasure: Art in an Age of Fundamentalism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997).

*! David Bentley Hart, The Beauty of the Infinite: The Aesthetics of Christian Truth (Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans, 2003), 1.

2 For a well-reasoned counter to such arguments made by those she calls the “opponents of beauty,” see Elaine
Scarry, On Beauty and Being Just (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999). Scarry argues that valuing
a beauty may engender a valuing of justice (ibid., 57). See also John W. de Gruchy, Christianity, Art and
Transformation: Theological Aesthetics in the Struggle for Justice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2001). On the particular question of the relevance of beauty for the poor, see Patrick T. McCormick, “A Right
to Beauty: A Fair Share of Milk and Honey for the Poor” Theological Studies 71 (2010): 702-20.
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of this work, one set of answers to this question emerges from Edwards’ theological aesthetics;
in many ways this dissertation is an Edwardsian apologia for a theology of beauty.

The legitimacy of allotting beauty a significant role in theology will, of course, turn on
how it is conceived. “Beauty” is a polysemous term and has been quite variously understood at
different times and within different systems of thought in Western culture. Indeed, after centuries
of reflections on beauty, many of which contained inherent contradictions, Renaissance thinkers
began to assert the indefinability of beauty. Petrarch’s (1304—1374) admission that beauty is non
so ché (“I know not what”) was repeated for centuries. By the seventeenth century this phrase
became basic to aesthetic discourse, acquiring an axiomatic formulation in both Latin (nescio
quid) and French (je ne sais quoi).”

We might expect that as an Enlightenment thinker Edwards would adopt a strategy of
establishing clarity through a definition by which we can determine when the designation
“beautiful” always and only applies. But this is not Edwards’ approach. In his early musings on
“The Mind” (c. 1724), Edwards notes a standard definition of beauty by observing, “Some have

24 (“Excellency” is Edwards’

said that all excellency is harmony, symmetry or proportion.
favorite synonym for beauty.”’) The mature Edwards, however, confesses “a degree of

obscurity” in the definition of “sublime” things, e.g., glory and beauty. He then immediately

adds that it may be ““an obscurity which is unavoidable, through the imperfection of language,

2 Wiadystaw Tatarkiewicz, A History of Six Ideas: An Essay in Aesthetics (Boston: Kluwer Academic, 1980), 135.

24 Jonathan Edwards, “The Mind,” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 6, Scientific and Philosophical Writings,
ed. Wallace E. Anderson (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1980), 332. Hereafter, WJE 6. The original
text of “The Mind” is not extant and therefore impossible to date precisely. It nonetheless may be placed
between Edwards’ New York pastorate in 1722 and his teaching at Yale through 1727. Given this early dating,
Edwards is likely referring to the Third Earl of Shaftesbury’s 1711 work, Characteristics of Men, Manners,
Opinions, Times, given that Hutcheson’s An Inquiry concerning Beauty, Order, Harmony, Design had only
been published in 1725.

5 Elsewhere in “The Mind,” Edwards says, “Excellence, to put it in other words, is that which is beautiful and
lovely” (ibid., 344).
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and words being less fitted to express things of so sublime a nature. And therefore,” he
concludes, “the thing may possibly be better understood, by using many words and a variety of
expressions, by a particular consideration of it, as it were by parts, than by any short definition.”
This is the strategy I adopt in this dissertation: to come to a rich understanding of Edwards’
conception of beauty by an examination of the types of conceptions of beauty deployed by

Edwards (i.e., ontological, formal, and affective).

In the end, Edwards’ theology provides the content to his notion of beauty, and his
conception of beauty provides the means to communicate his theology. Louis J. Mitchell makes
this point well, saying,

It was in the vocabulary of the language of beauty that Edwards expressed his most
important theological and philosophical ideas. ... For Edwards, [God] was the
“foundation and fountain” of all beauty. The triune God was seen to be a society of love
and beauty. God’s Holy Spirit was beauty. All beauty, indeed all creation, was the
overflow of God’s inner-trinitarian beauty. Beauty was, for Edwards, the very structure

of being.26

As a capacious notion, beauty can be variously applied. Nonetheless, for Edwards, beauty is
rooted in trinitarian harmony, reflected in the created order, and enacted in God’s redemptive
action in the world. These distinctive and defining aesthetic tenets persist across his corpus.
Conceived thusly, the importance of the notion of beauty becomes apparent, introducing the
question as to why one might turn to Jonathan Edwards as a resource for engaging this important

feature of life.

%% Louis J. Mitchell, Jonathan Edwards on the Experience of Beauty (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Theological
Seminary, 2003), 105.
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3. THE QUESTION OF EDWARDS: Why Jonathan Edwards?

To this day, many are horrified at Edwards’ unblinking affirmation of divine wrath and
the justice of hell, and his horrendous, disturbing portrayal of them.?’ It is probable that many
students in the hands of angry literature teachers, whose only exposure to Edwards is the sermon
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” (1741), dismiss him as a preacher of hellfire and
brimstone.

Those, however, who are not familiar with the major themes of Edwards’ work may be
surprised to find that Edwards speaks relatively little about hell, and nearly incessantly about
love, joy, delight, heaven—and particularly, beauty.”® “Given that Edwards is associated with
American Puritanism and took some of his thinking from a rather extreme Calvinist position,
emphasizing election,” muses Gesa Elsbeth Thiessen, “his extensive and passionate writing on
the beauty of the world, the beauty of the human being, spiritual beauty, and the beauty of the
triune God comes almost as a surprise.””

Surprising or not, at least seven reasons emerge to recognize Jonathan Edwards as a
significant resource for theological aesthetics: 1) the priority of beauty in his thought, 2) the

pervasiveness of beauty in it, 3) the Protestant character of his theology, 4) the precedents of his

* For instance, in “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” (1741), Edwards portrays God as angry and ready to
execute his wrath. He says, “The bow of God’s wrath is bent, and the arrow made ready on the string, and
Justice bends the arrow at your heart, and strains the bow, and it is nothing but the mere pleasure of God, and
that of an angry God, without any promise or obligation at all, that keeps the arrow one moment from being
made drunk with your blood.” He goes on vividly to assess the wrath-deserving wickedness of his hearers: “The
God that holds you over the pit of hell, much as one holds a spider, or some loathsome insect over the fire,
abhors you, and is dreadfully provoked: his wrath towards you burns like fire; he looks upon you as worthy of
nothing else, but to be cast into the fire; he is of purer eyes than to bear to have you in his sight; you are ten
thousand times more abominable in his eyes, than the most hateful venomous serpent is in ours” (The Works of
Jonathan Edwards, vol. 22, Sermons and Discourses, 1739—1742, ed. Harry S. Stout [New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 2003], 411; hereafter, WJE 22).

8 Norman Fiering estimates that less than two percent of Edwards’ extant sermons mention hell. (Jonathan
Edwards’ Moral Thought and Its British Context [Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1981], 35).

? Gesa Elsbeth Thiessen, ed., Theological Aesthetics: A Reader (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2005),
157.
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views, 5) the period of them in history, 6) the pertinence of them today, and 7) the paucity of

studies of his aesthetics.
3.1 The Priority of Beauty in Edwards’ Thought.

The concept of beauty is eminent in Edwards’ thought; it is the cornerstone and the
keystone of Edwards’ theological vision. Indeed, he calls it “the most important thing in the
world,”® saying emphatically, “it is what we are more concerned with than anything else

. . 1
whatsoever: yea, we are concerned with nothing else.”

In terms of his intellectual biography, it
is his alpha—in that he discusses beauty from the very first of his “Miscellanies,”* penned in
1721 at age nineteen—and his omega—in that his most sustained reflections on beauty are found
in his final work, The Nature of True Virtue (1757), completed not long before his death on
March 22, 1758.%° In the 1735 sermon “The Sweet Harmony of Christ,” Edwards makes the
radical claim that “the essence of Christianity” “don’t consist chiefly in” (sic) either truth (i.e.,
“any certain profession, or set of principles or tenets”) or goodness (i.e., “moral behavior”), but
rather in beauty (i.e., “but in such an internal, spiritual harmony between Christ and the soul.”)**

From the advent of the twentieth-century revival of interest in Edwards, Perry G. E.

Miller (in many ways the father of modern Edwards studies) recognized that beauty is the

3% Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 2, Religious Affections, ed. John E. Smith (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 1959), 274. Hereafter, WJE 2.

3 Edwards, Notes on the Mind, no. 1., WJE 6, 332.

32 The opening line is “Holiness is a most beautiful and lovely thing” (Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan
Edwards, vol. 13, The “Miscellanies,” Entry Nos. a—z, aa—zz, 1-500, ed. Thomas A. Schafer [New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1994], 163; hereafter, WJE 13).

33 Though The Nature of True Virtue was completed before February 1757, it was not published until seven years
after Edwards’ untimely death in 1765.

3% Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 19, Sermons and Discourses 1730—1733, ed. Mark
Valéry (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1999), 447. Hereafter WJE 19.
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“crown of his [Edwards’] thought.”** Roland Delattre opens his classic work on Edwards’
aesthetics as follows:

The conviction upon which this book rests and the validity of which it is designed to
demonstrate is that the aesthetic aspect of Jonathan Edwards’ thought and vision, which
finds its definitive formulation in his concepts of beauty and sensibility, provides a larger
purchase upon the essential and distinctive features of his thought than does any other
aspect, such as the idealist, empiricist, sensationalist, Platonist, scholastic, Calvinistic, or

mystic.*

Delattre aptly concludes: “The significance of beauty for Edwards is difficult to overstate.™’

Edward Farley recognizes that no other Christian theologian makes beauty more central to his or
her thought than does Edwards.*® Historian Patrick Sherry concurs, specifically including
Augustine and von Balthasar in this assessment.*

3.2 The Pervasiveness of Beauty in Edwards’ Thought.

While beauty is paramount in Edwards’ theological program, it is also pervasive
throughout it. Beauty is not an isolated concern for Edwards; rather, it shapes every loci of
Edwards’ dogmatics. As we shall see, it frames his ethics—*“true virtue” is defined as “primary
beauty.”* “Excellency” and “beauty” are functional synonyms for him. Beauty frames the
doctrines of creation and redemption.*' It establishes the semantics of spirituality—Edwards

views the apprehension of divine beauty as central to Christian experience, being the sine qua

33 perry Miller, Jonathan Edwards (New York: William Sloane, 1949), 241.

3% Roland André Delattre, Beauty and Sensibility in the Thought of Jonathan Edwards: An Essay in Aesthetics and
Theological Ethics (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1968), vii.

37 Roland André Delattre, “Beauty and Theology: A Reappraisal of Jonathan Edwards,” in Critical Essays on
Jonathan Edwards, ed. William J. Schieck (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1980), 136.

3% Edward Farley, Faith and Beauty: A Theological Aesthetic (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing, 2001), 43.

39 Patrick Sherry, Spirit and Beauty: An Introduction to Theological Aesthetics, 2nd ed. (Oxford: SCM, 2002).

40 See Jonathan Edwards, The Nature of True Virtue, in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 8, Ethical Writings,
ed. Paul Ramsey (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989), 539. Hereafter, WJE 8.

I See Chapter Three of this work, on the formal nature of beauty (q.v.).
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non of conversion and our raison d’étre.** “He that sees the beauty of holiness,” Edwards
exclaims, “sees the greatest and most important thing in the world, which is the fullness of all
things, without which all the world is empty, no better than nothing.”* While beauty, then,
constitutes our experience of the Deus pro nobis for Edwards, significantly, it also constitutes the
Deus in se. Beauty frames his ontology and his doctrine of God.* Michael J. McClymond and
Gerald R. McDermott come to the conclusion that “There are many reasons to regard Edwards as
an original and venturesome thinker. Yet his placement of beauty at the heart of his theology

2945

may have been the boldest stroke of all.”™ As will be made clear in Chapter Two, Edwards’ way

of anchoring and developing his thought in terms of beauty is audacious and unprecedented.
3.3 The Protestant Character of Edwards’ Views of Beauty.

Third, Edwards’ thought can serve as a truly ecumenical resource. While discussions of
beauty are not uncommon in Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox theology, they are much
more so in Protestant thought. Edwards provides an example and resource of engagement in the
broader Christian tradition,*® the secular discussion, and, significantly, his own (Reformed)
Christian tradition. This may serve to assuage some Reformed ambivalence regarding the

concept of beauty as a proper theological category.

3.4 The Precedents of Edwards’ Views of Beauty.

2 See Chapter Four of this work, on the affective nature of beauty (q.v.).

B WwIE 2, 274. He continues: “Unless this is seen, nothing is seen, that is worth the seeing: for there is no other true
excellency or beauty. Unless this be understood, nothing is understood, that is worthy of the exercise of the
noble faculty of understanding. This is the beauty of the Godhead, and the divinity of the Divinity (if I may so
speak), the good of the infinite Fountain of Good; without which God himself (if that were possible to be)
would be an infinite evil; without which we ourselves had better never to have been; and without which there
had better have been no being.”

* See WJE 8.

* Michael J. McClymond and Gerald R. McDermott, The Theology of Jonathan Edwards (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2012), 94.

% As has been observed by Anri Morimoto in Jonathan Edwards and the Catholic Vision of Salvation (University
Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995).
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Next, Edwards gathers and utilizes much of the prior thinking regarding beauty. He is not
a historian of aesthetics, nor does he transmit pre-modern views of beauty in a stated or self-
conscious way. Rather, as a highly educated man, he simply absorbs and redeploys many of the
grand ideas in Western culture, as we will see particularly in Chapter Three. Furthermore, his
own tradition (as well as his own predilections) are shaped by a general Augustinianism, in
which theological aesthetics are integral.*’ In Edwards, we find a theorist who consolidates many

pre-modern views, while adapting them in conscious dialogue with Enlightenment thought.
3.5 The Period of Edwards’ Views of Beauty.

Fifth, the eighteenth century was a climacteric in Western aesthetics.*® It was at this time

4 .
% and “aesthetics” was

that Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten coined the term “aesthetic,
established as a discrete academic discipline. It was at this time that the modern notion of the

fine arts or les Beaux Arts emerges,5 0 along with the rise of art museums, concert halls, and the

like.”" It was at this time that the concept of aste and judgments of taste came to the fore in

*" BEdwards’ Augustinianism not comes from Augustine himself, but also through Puritanism, which was shaped by a
number of Augustinian themes as interpreted by various strands of Calvinism as well as Cambridge Platonism.
For more on Edwards’ Augustinianism see Christine Mary Dixon, The Concept of the Heart in the Theological
Thought and Experience of Augustine of Hippo and Jonathan Edwards (Saarbriicken: Lambert Academic
Publishing, 2013).

*® While this is commonly observed and accepted, the precise nature of that change continues to be debated. The
seminal text that sees in the eighteenth century an epochal shift into modernity is Kristeller’s The Modern
System of the Arts. James 1. Porter claims that Kristeller’s view has been so widely and uncritically received that
he complains, “We are having to do here no longer with an academic thesis, and not even with an orthodoxy,
but with a dogma” (“Is Art Modern? Kristeller’s ‘Modern System of the Arts’ Reconsidered,” British Journal of
Aesthetics 49 [2009]: 1). Recently, Peter Kivy has sought to reestablish what can be salvaged from Kristeller’s
original thesis. See Kivy, “What Really Happened in the Eighteenth Century: The ‘Modern System’
Reexamined (Again),” British Journal of Aesthetics 52 (2012): 61-74).

¥ Alexander Baumgarten (1735), Meditationes Philosophicae de Nonnullis ad Poema Pertinentibus; published as
Reflections on Poetry (Berkley: University of California Press, 1954), § 25.

%% See Paul Oskar Kristeller, “The Modern System of the Arts: A Study in the History of Aesthetics (1),” Journal of
the History of Ideas 12, no. 4 (October 1951): 496-527. Kristeller argues that viewing the fine arts to consist
primarily in “painting, sculpture, architecture, music and poetry” is a view that coalesced in the eighteenth
century.

! See Paul Oskar Kristeller, “The Modern System of the Arts: A Study in the History of Aesthetics (2)” Journal of
the History of Ideas 13, no. 1 (January 1952): 44.
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aesthetics. It was at this time that notions of “disinterestedness” emerged as a leading aesthetic
idea.”® And it was at this time that the beautiful was distinguished from the sublime, the fair, the
charming, and, by the end of the century, the picturesque.” British thought was a chief locus of
the development of aesthetics in the eighteenth century. Furthermore, it was to influence the
thought and directions of Immanuel Kant (1724—1804), whose views have profoundly shaped
modern aesthetics and culture.

As a colonial American and British subject, British philosophy and theology is Jonathan
Edwards’ intellectual milieu, and he was a full participant in the transatlantic community of
letters.’* Edwards read the Spectator from his teen years,” and his aesthetics are developed in
dialogue with many of the leading thinkers of this era, notably Anthony Ashley Cooper, the third

Earl of Shaftesbury (1671-1713), Francis Hutcheson (1694—1746), and David Hume (1711

52 This concept is discussed at length in Chapter Four.

>3 See Chapter Four.

> By “British,” I mean those thinkers from England and Scotland (these two lands having been united to Great
Britain by the Treaty of Union of 1707). I also, however, include the Irishman Edmund Burke, who moved from
Dublin to London in 1750 at the age of twenty-one and remained in England the rest of his life, serving for
years in the House of Commons. Edwards consistently stayed abreast of the intellectual trends of his time,
engaging many of the thinkers of his day. The influence of John Locke (1632—1704) has been acknowledged
and debated since the renaissance of Edwards studies that was inaugurated by Perry Miller in 1949. Edwards’
first biographer, Sereno Dwight, tells us, “Edwards read Locke on the Human Understanding with peculiar
pleasure,” and that he took more pleasure in it “than the most greedy miser finds, when gathering up handfuls of
silver and gold, from some newly discovered treasure” (The Works of President Edwards: With a Memoir of His
Life, vol. 1, 3 [New York: S. Converse, 1830], accessed March 17, 2012,
http://books.google.com/books?id=k 1 wWPAAAAIAAJ&oe=UTF-8). Edwards also expressly refers, inter alia, to
Anthony Ashley Cooper, the third Earl of Shaftesbury (1671-1713), Francis Hutcheson (1694—1746), George
Turnbull (1698—1748), John Taylor (1694-1761), Joseph Addison (1672—1719), Thomas Chubb (1679—-1747),
Daniel Whitby (1638—1726), David Hume (1711-1776), and Isaac Watts (1674—1748). Norman Fiering has
helpfully situated Edwards’ moral thought in its eighteenth-century context. (See Fiering, Jonathan Edwards’
Moral Thought). Furthermore, Edwards’ theological commitments connected him especially to Scottish, i.e.,
Presbyterian, theology. Edwards had a wide committed readership in Scotland and was in almost continual
contact with Scotch clergy, e.g., William McCulloch (1691-1771), Thomas Gillespie (1708—1774), John Gillies
(1712-1796), James Robe (1688—1753), and especially John Erskine (1721-1803). For more on Edwards’
connection to Scotland, see Kelly Van Andel, Adriaan C. Neele, and Kenneth P. Minkema, eds., Jonathan
Edwards and Scotland (Edinburgh: Dunedin Academic Press, 2011).

%% George Marsden, Jonathan Edwards: A Life (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003), 62, and A Short Life
of Jonathan Edwards (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2008), 3.
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1776).%° Furthermore, Edwards engages the nascent concepts of his eighteenth-century British
context—notably disinterestedness—formulating his views in marked contrast to Kantian (and
subsequent Continental) conceptions that conceive disinterest and desire as mutually exclusive.
Edwards’ alternative views are fundamentally erotic; they employ the valid insights of the

eighteenth-century British thinkers while also retaining the best of the eros tradition of beauty.
3.6 The Pertinence of Edwards’ Views of Beauty.

Next, Edwards’ aesthetics are pertinent to the concerns of the twenty-first century. “Time
and again,” confesses Rian Ventner (speaking of Edwards’ focus on beauty), “a student of
Edwards is surprised by his relevance for our day.”’ Katalin G. Kallay agrees. “It is exactly the
focus on divine beauty and aesthetics,” she says, that makes Edwards timeless, inspiring, and
pertinent to contemporary concerns.”® Edwards’ views of beauty inform disciplines beyond
aesthetics. His works have been the subject of a number of works in ethics.”” His focus on
beauty, desire, and consent has been seen as a fund for feminist thought,’® and his rapturous

. . . . 1
exultation in the beauty of nature has been seen as a resource for environmental ethics.’

% Edwards’ interaction with the Moral Sense theorists is treated in Chapter Four.

*7 Rian Venter, “Trinity and Beauty: The Theological Contribution of Jonathan Edwards,” Dutch Reformed
Theological Journal 51, nos. 3—4 (September—December 2010), 189. This is also a central claim of Robert W.
Jenson’s America’s Theologian: A Recommendation of Jonathan Edwards (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1988).

¥ Katalin G. Kallay, “Alternative Viewpoint: Edwards and Beauty,” in Understanding Jonathan Edwards: An
Introduction to America’s Theologian, ed. Gerald R. McDermott (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009),
127.

%% See the literature review below for many examples.

% E.g., Sallie McFague, who sees in Edwards’ notion of consent a model of Christian love (Metaphorical Theology:
Models of God in Religious Language [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982], 14-29). See also Carol J. Adams,
ed., Ecofeminism and the Sacred (New York: Continuum, 1993), 84-98; Paula M. Cooey, “Eros and Intimacy
in Edwards,” Journal of Religion 69 (October 1989): 484-501; Zachary Hutchins, “Edwards and Eve: Finding
Feminist Strains in the Great Awakening’s Patriarch,” Early American Literature 43, no. 3 (November 2008):
671-86; and Sandra Gustafson, “Jonathan Edwards and the Reconstruction of ‘Feminine’ Speech,” American
Literary History 6, no. 2 (Summer 1994): 185-212.

ol See, e.g., Belden C. Lane, “Jonathan Edwards on Beauty, Desire and the Sensory World,” Theological Studies 65,
no. 1 (March 2004): 44-72; Nicola Hoggard Creegan, “Jonathan Edwards’ Ecological and Ethical Vision of
Nature,” Stimulus: The New Zealand Journal of Christian Thought & Practice 15, no. 4 (November 2007): 49—
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3.7 The Prestige of Edwards’ Thought.

Finally, Edwards’ philosophical and theological acuity have been widely recognized. “It
has often been claimed,” observe Paul Helm and Oliver Crisp, “that Jonathan Edwards (1703—

1758) was America’s greatest philosopher and theologian.”®

George Marsden calls the North
Hampton theologian “extraordinary,” claiming that “he was the most acute early American
philosopher and the most brilliant of all American theologians.”® He concludes that Edwards
was “America’s greatest theologian” and “colonial America’s most powerful thinker.”** While
Robert Jenson recommends Edwards simply and weightily as “America’s theologian,”® Paul
2566

Ramsey calls Edwards the “greatest philosopher-theologian yet to grace the American scene.

Given Edwards’ general theological ability, it would be remiss not to attend to his aesthetics.

4. STATUS QUAESTIONIS: Edwards’ Aesthetics in the Secondary Literature.

Jonathan Edwards’ reputation and corresponding interest in his work have been subject to
shifting cultural values and historical vagaries. As one of the last of the Puritans and one of the
first of the Evangelicals, his status has been linked to attitudes toward these more general
religious orientations. Furthermore, Edwards’ character and theological style are marked by an

intriguing conjunction of disparate qualities: his affective preaching and careful logic, his

51; Scott R. Paeth, ““You Make All Things New’: Jonathan Edwards and a Christian Environmental Ethic,”
International Journal of Public Theology 5, no. 2 (2011): 209-32. Edwards is sometimes styled as a proto-
Transcendentalist (¢ la Ralph Waldo Emerson or Henry David Thoreau). See J. Baird Callicott, “What
‘Wilderness’ in Frontier Ecosystems?” Environmental Ethics 30, no. 3 (2008): 235-49. Edwards’ attitude
toward nature is seen as a “variation of Virgilian pastoralism” in Moon-ju Shin, “Emily Dickinson’s Ecocentric
Pastoralism” (PhD dissertation, Marquette University, 2007).

52 Jonathan Edwards: Philosophical Theologian, ed. Paul Helm and Oliver Crisp (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2003), i,
iX.

5 Marsden, Jonathan Edwards: A Life, 1.

* Ibid., 369.

% Jenson, America’s Theologian, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988).

% Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 1, Freedom of the Will, ed. Paul Ramsay (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 1957), 591. Hereafter, WJE 1.
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innovative creativity and his staunch Calvinist orthodoxy, his abiding emphasis on love and his
inflexible moral resolve, his confidence in reason and his joyful, even ecstatic experience of God
in Christ. Such Janus-like character can fund not only conflicting interpretations of Edwards, but
also can provoke intense reactions.’” Edwards is one of those thinkers who engenders few
lukewarm appraisals.

In this section, I will review publications regarding Edwards’ theological aesthetics from
three perspectives: the chronological, the perennial, and the ideological, i.e., 1) a Diachronic
Development in Interpretations of Edwards’ Aesthetics, 2) some Perennial Motifs in
Interpretations of Edwards’ Legacy, and 3) two Ideological Orientations in Interpretations of
Edwards’ Project.

4.1 Diachronic Development in Interpretations of Edwards’ Aesthetics.

Here I will show that, over the last three centuries, studies of Edwards’ aesthetics have
increased from almost nil to a recognizable subfield of aesthetics (although it is still commonly
aggregated with studies of his ethics). Works published concerning Edwards’ aesthetics can be
divided usefully into four chronological divisions: 1) from 1703 (the year of Edwards’ birth) to
1948, 2) from 1949 (the year of Perry Miller’s Jonathan Edwards) to 1968 (the year of the first
monograph devoted to Edwards’ aesthetics), 3) from 1969 to 2002, and 4) from 2003 (the
tricentenary of Edwards’ birth— a year with many publications in the field of Edwards’ studies)
through the present.

4.1.a 1758—-1948. For the century between the two Great Awakenings (i.e., from c. the

1730s to the 1830s), “President Edwards,” as he was respectfully known (having briefly been

67 As Tain Murray notes, “Edwards divided men in his lifetime and to no less degree he continues to divide his
biographers” (Jonathan Edwards: A New Biography [Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1987], xix).
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president of what would become known as Princeton University), was generally held in high
esteem. Immediately following his untimely death in 1758, Edwards was regarded as an
exceptional exemplar of personal holiness.”® During his lifetime he was often known primarily as
a revivalist, especially in England and Scotland. This was an accurate construal (if slightly
myopic) given that, as George Marsden notes, “His central concern ... was the salvation of
souls.”® The means to that end for Edwards, however, is primarily through preaching; he
delivered over twelve hundred sermons. As Marsden writes, “Jonathan Edwards was first of all a

preacher.””

Given that beauty was central to each of these aspects of Edwards’ project (beauty
grounds his personal religious experience, his defense of the Great Awakening, and is a constant

theme in his homiletics), it is unfortunate that his aesthetics were largely overlooked. There were

%8 According to Edwards’ obituary in The Boston Gazette, Edwards was “admired by all who knew him.” (See
Sereno Dwight, The Life of President Edwards [New York: S. Converse, 1829], 582.) While this, as most
eulogies, is a generous evaluation of Edwards’ reputation, many who knew him did esteem him highly. His
“uncommon union” (ibid., 578) with his wife, Sarah, was widely celebrated. Edwards’ first biographer claims it
was “founded on high personal esteem, and on mutual affection, which continually grew, and ripened, and
mellowed” (ibid., 115), and the evangelist George Whitefield (1714 —1770) writes, “A sweeter couple I have
not seen” (George Whitefield’s Journals [Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1989; reprint, March 1960], 477).
Edwards’ daughter Esther (mother of Vice President Aaron Burr Jr. and wife of Princeton University President
Aaron Burr Sr.) recorded in her journal, ”What a mercy that I have such a Father! Such a Guide!” (Esther
Edwards Burr, The Journal of Esther Edwards Burr, 1754-57, ed. Carol F. Carlson and Laurie Crumpacker
[New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1984], 224). Samuel Hopkins (1721-1803), theologian and one of
Edwards’ live-in protégés, saw Edwards as “one of those men of whom it is not easy to speak with justice,
without seeming, at first, to border on the marvelous, and to incur the guilt of adulation ... in the esteem of all
the judicious, who were well-acquainted with him, either personally or by his writings, [he] was one of the
greatest, best and most useful of men that have lived in this age” (cited in Gerald R. McDermott, “Jonathan
Edwards, Theologian for the Church,” Reformation and Revival 12 [Summer 2003]: 12). George Whitefield,
who also stayed with the Edwards family while touring New England, said, “Mr. Edwards is a solid, excellent
Christian ... I think I have not seen his fellow in all New England” (Journals, October 17, 1740). Even John
Wesley (1703—1791), who disagreed with Edwards’ Calvinism, called Edwards “That good and sensible man ...
that great man” (The Works of the Rev. John Wesley, 3rd ed., vol. 10, ed. Thomas Jackson [1831; London:
Wesleyan Conference Office, 1872], 463, 475). John Newton (1725—-1807), former slaver trader turned hymn
writer and author of “Amazing Grace,” esteemed Edwards as “the greatest divine of his era” (Murray, Edwards:
A New Biography, xX).

% George Marsden, foreword to The Saving of Souls: Nine Previously Unpublished Sermons on the Call of Ministry
and the Gospel by Jonathan Edwards, ed. Richard A. Bailey and Gregory A. Wills (Wheaton, IL: Crossway
Books, 2002), 11.

7 Ibid.
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a handful of publications in the early 1770s, not long after the posthumous publication of
Edwards’ Dissertation on the Nature of True Virtue in 1765, debating Edwards’ conception of
beauty insofar as it informed internecine debates about ethical theory in the New Divinity that

emerged in New England in the generation following Edwards’ death.”’

After the waning of the Second Great Awakening—an era in American religious history
in which Calvinist theology and Puritan piety were increasingly unpopular—Edwards came to be
viewed with corresponding antipathy.”” The humorist Mark Twain (who believed that Edwards

“had no more sense of humor than a tombstone””

), for instance, generates a colorful ad
hominem attack calling Edwards “a drunken lunatic,” referring to his writing as an “insane

debauch.””* Possibly because it would undermine the caricature of Edwards as an inhuman

preacher of hellfire, very little was written that treated Edwards’ aesthetics.”

' See, e.g., William Hart’s A Letter to the Rev. Samuel Hopkins, Occasioned by His Animadversions on Mr. Hart's
Late Dialogue, in which Some of His Misrepresentations of Facts, and Other Things, Are Corrected (New
London, CT: T. Green, 1770), 11-12, cited in M. X. Lesser, Reading Jonathan Edwards: An Annotated
Bibliography in Three Parts, 1729-2005 (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2008), 55, in which Hart
calls Edwards’ framing true virtue in terms of primary beauty “wrong, imaginary, and fatally destructive of the
foundations of morality and true religion.” The same author advances similar concerns in Remarks on President
Edwards’ Dissertation Concerning the Nature of True Virtue (New Haven, CT: T. & S. Green, 1771), cited in
Lesser, Reading Jonathan Edwards, 56. He is answered by Samuel Hopkins in 1773 with the publication of An
Inquiry into True Holiness (Newport, RI: Solomon Southwick, 1773), cited in Lesser, Reading Jonathan
Edwards, 56.

72 Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811-1896), for instance, deemed Edwards’ sermons about hell as the “refined poetry of
torture” (The Minister’s Wooing, 1859 [New York: Library of America, 1982], 730). Similarly, Oliver Wendell
Holmes Sr. (1809—-1894) saw Edwards’ thought as “to the last degree barbaric” (The Writings of Oliver Wendell
Holmes: Pages from an Old Volume of Life [Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 1891], 395). While Holmes may or
may not be warranted in his assessment of Edwards as barbaric, he clearly did not understand Edwards well. In
the same sentence he calls Edwards (who was a philosophical Occasionalist and Idealist) “mechanical and
materialistic.” In keeping with his mid-nineteenth-century American sensibilities (e.g., freedom and progress),
Holmes assumes that if Edwards “had lived a hundred years later and breathed the air of freedom, he could not
have written with such old-world barbarism as we find in his volcanic sermons” (ibid., 396).

3 Cited in Joe B. Fulton, “Jonathan Edwards, Calvin, Baxter & Co.: Mark Twain and the Comedy of Calvinism,”
chapter 10 of John Calvin’s American Legacy, ed. Thomas J. Davis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010),
239.

™ After reading Edwards’ Freedom of the Will late into the night, Twain (Samuel Clemens) writes to thank his
friend for lending him the book. He says, “I wallowed & reeked with Jonathan in his insane debauch; rose
immensely refreshed & fine at ten this morning, but with a strange & haunting sense of having been on a three
days’ tear with a drunken lunatic.” Later he says, less facetiously, “All through the book is the glare of a
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Aversion to Puritanism in general and Edwards in particular continued through much of the first
half of the twentieth century. In a less-than-subtlely titled tract, “Jonathan Edwards: The Divine
Who Filled the Air with Damnation and Proved the Total Depravity of God,” one Freethinker
from this era opines that Edwards “believed in the worst God, preached the worst sermons, and
had the worst religion of any human being who ever lived on this continent.”’® Similar, if less
emphatic, views of Edwards generally held until mid-century. While we find little engagement
with Edwards’ notions of beauty in this anti-puritan time,”’ Henry Bamford Parkes provides an
interesting exception. In an article entitled “The Puritan Heresy,” Parkes claims that Edwards,
“the only original thinker” in Puritan New England, was no true Puritan. Rather Edwards’
thought concerning the beauty of God, nature, and Christian experience was “Catholic and not
Calvinist.””® Interestingly, Parkes published this article in a Harvard literary magazine a year

after Perry Miller began teaching there.”’

resplendent intellect gone mad—a marvelous spectacle. No, not al/ through the book—the drunk does not come
on till the last third, where what I take to be Calvinism and its God begins to show up and shine red and hideous
in the glow from the fires of hell, their only right and proper adornment. By God I was ashamed to be in such
company” (Letter to the Reverend Joe Twichell, February 1902, repr. in Mark Twain’s Letters, 2 vols., ed.
Albert Bigelow Paine [New York: Harper, 1917], 2:719-20). Interestingly, Twain was baptized Presbyterian,
raised learning the Westminster Shorter Catechism, and died as a Presbyterian, never fully disowning his
theological heritage. As always, Twain’s attacks tend to be humorous. Other instances of name-calling are less
so. George Stanley Godwin, for instance, says, “Edwards was a psychopath, a spiritual quack, a sadist, half-
insane, self-tortured prophet” (The Great Revivalists [Boston: Beacon Press, 1950], cited in McDermott,
“Jonathan Edwards, Theologian for the Church,” 12.

7> One exception was George P. Fisher, who found Edwards’ grounding of morality in the sense of spiritual beauty
to be “the most questionable feature in Edwards’ whole theory” (“The Philosophy of Jonathan Edwards,” The
North American Review 128, no. 268 [March 1879]: 297. Published by University of Northern lowa Article
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/25100733).

7 Matilla M. Ricker, Jonathan Edwards: The Divine Who Filled the Air with Damnation and Proved the Total
Depravity of God (New York: American Freethought Tract Society, 1918).

77 On the bicentennial of Edwards’ birth, the Congregational Churches of Berkshire County, Massachusetts,
published a collection of conference papers including one by John DeWitt that lauded Edwards’ fusion of
holiness with spiritual beauty in Jonathan Edwards: The Two Hundredth Anniversary of His Birth. Union
Meeting of the Berkshire North and South Conferences, Stockbridge, Mass., October Fifth, 1903 (Stockbridge,
MA: Berkshire Conferences, 1903), cited in Lesser, Reading Jonathan Edwards, 135.

® Henry Bamford Parkes, “The Puritan Heresy,” Hound & Horn 5 (January—March, 1932): 165-90. Interestingly, in
an earlier work Bamford affirmed Edwards’ status as a Puritan, entitling his intellectual biography Jonathan
Edwards, the Fiery Puritan (New York: Minton, Balch, 1930). In the latter work Bamford does, however, claim
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The prevailing anti-Puritanism of the previous half century began to wane in academic
circles in the 1930s. In his chapter “Jonathan Edwards” in Philosophical Ideas in the United
States, H. G. Townsend boldly esteems Edwards as “the first and perhaps the greatest
philosophical thinker in America” in part because the New England philosopher recognized the
aesthetic nature of logical ideas and because the “real heart” of his ethics is grounded in his
belief that people love God because he is beautiful.*® Around the same time Perry Miller
published Orthodoxy in Massachusetts, 1630—1650°" and closed the decade out with his
influential The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century.** Both works recast New England
Puritanism in a more favorable light. By 1944, Joseph Haroutunian could identify Edwards not
as a purveyor of the wrath of an angry god but, due to his devotion to beauty, as the theologian of
the love of God and neighbor.®® After returning to Harvard from military service in World War
I1, Miller wrote two essays published in 1948 and began to establish the importance of beauty in
Edwards’ thought.** Both essays adumbrate his watershed contribution to Edwards studies in the
following year.

4.1.b 1949-1968. The period of time from 1949 to 1968 is inaugurated by the birth of

contemporary Edwards studies and culminates in the first book-length study of Edwards’

that Edwards was “not truly an American.”

7 Something was in the air at Harvard during this time. A 1932 PhD dissertation by Rufus Orlando Suter Jr., “The
Philosophy of Jonathan Edwards,” also treated Edwards’ view of beauty (although only in relation to ethics).

% Harvey Gates Townsend, “Jonathan Edwards,” in Philosophical Ideas in the United States (New York: American
Book Co., 1934), 35-62.

81 perry Miller, Orthodoxy in Massachusetts, 1630—1650: A Genetic Study (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1933).

82 perry Miller, The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century (New York: Macmillan, 1939).

% Joseph G. Haroutunian, “Jonathan Edwards: Theologian of the Great Commandment,” Theology Today 1
(October 1944): 361-77.

8 Miller wrote “Jonathan Edwards on the Sense of the Heart,” in Harvard Theological Review 41, no. 2 (April
1948): 123-45, in which he expounded “Miscellany” #782, a rich statement of Edwards’ aesthetics. Miller also
introduced his edition of Edwards’ Images or Shadows of Divine Things with a short essay, “Beauty of the
World.” (Jonathan Edwards, Images or Shadows of Divine Things, ed. Perry Miller [New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1948], 1-41.)



27

aesthetics. Perry Miller’s 1949 intellectual biography, Jonathan Edwards, served both to
revitalize Edwards’ reputation and to launch a burgeoning era of Edwards studies that continues
unabated today.** Furthermore, by drawing on insights from his 1948 “Beauty of the World,”
Miller’s biography of Edwards firmly established the importance of beauty in Edwards’ thought.
Kin Yip Louie, however, overstates the case when he writes that “Miller reinterprets the whole
corpus of Edwards’ works ... putting aesthetics as the heart and soul of Edwards’ thinking.”
Miller makes about a dozen scattered remarks about beauty in his biography. Most of these

comments, however, are intended to bolster Miller’s reading of Edwards as applying Lockean

sense-based epistemology to every area of Edwards’ intellectual interests.

Following Miller’s nascent insights it is Douglas Elwood who, in 1960, begins to grasp

b1

how fundamental beauty is to Edwards’ thought. Elwood recognizes Edwards’ “stress on the

primacy of the aesthetic element,”®’

not only in human experience, but “most prominently in his
fundamental conception of God in terms of absolute beauzy.”™® Indeed, Elwood rightly sees that
Edwards’ conception of God “is at once supreme Being and supreme Beauty since all being and
all beauty are enfolded in his fullness.”™ He goes on to note that “spiritual beauty is the primary
essence of God.”” While Elwood makes such startling claims, he does not explore them, and his

interests are not ultimately aesthetic. Roland Delattre is correct in his assessment of Elwood

when he says of him, “He takes note of, though he does not fully exploit, the decisive

% perry Miller, Jonathan Edwards. Miller’s study of Edwards was preceded by other revisionist works of New
England Puritanism such as The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1939) and The New England Mind: From Colony to Province (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1953).

% Kin Yip Louie, “The Theological Aesthetics of Jonathan Edwards” (PhD dissertation, University of Edinburgh,
2007), 7.

¥ Douglas Elwood, The Philosophical Theology of Jonathan Edwards (New York: Columbia University Press,
1960), 9.

% Ibid.

* Ibid., 27.

% Ibid., 28.



28

significance of beauty and sensibility for understanding the distinctiveness of Edwards’
thought.”!
It is Delattre who must be credited with demonstrating “the decisive significance of

beauty and sensibility for understanding the distinctiveness of Edwards’ thought.”

Delattre gathered observations from Miller and Ellwood concerning the role of beauty in
Edwards and produced the first monograph devoted to Edwards aesthetics. In 1968, Delattre’s
Ph.D. dissertation from Yale was published as Beauty and Sensibility in the Thought of Jonathan
Edwards: An Essay in Aesthetics and Theological Ethics.”” This pivotal work has given the most
thorough exposition of Edwards’ aesthetics to date and is rightly regarded as a classic in the field
of Edwards studies.

4.1.c 1969-2002. While the study of Edwards’ view of beauty appears to have come into
its own in Delattre’s work, often (following Delattre) aesthetics are conflated with ethics.”* This
was the case with Clyde Holbrook’s 1973 work, The Ethics of Jonathan Edwards: Morality and
Aesthetics,” which views Edwards’ project as a fusion of Calvinism and Neoplatonism.
Considerations of beauty seem to be subordinated to ethical concerns. While there are fruitful

observations scattered throughout (e.g., observations about the trinitarian model of beautiful

! Delattre, Beauty and Sensibility, 9.

2 bid.

%3 Roland André Delattre, “Beauty and Sensibility in the Thought of Jonathan Edwards: An Essay in Aesthetics and
Ethics” (PhD diss., Yale University, 1966), published as Beauty and Sensibility in the Thought of Jonathan
Edwards: An Essay in Aesthetics and Theological Ethics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968).

% These two types of value theory are, indeed, integrally related in Edwards. They are not, however,
indistinguishable, and clarity can be served by disaggregating the two concepts of beauty and morality. Ethical
studies of beauty continue in this period, e.g., Roland A. Delattre, “Beauty and Politics: A Problematic Legacy
of Jonathan Edwards” in American Philosophy from Edwards to Quine, ed. Robert W. Shahan and Kenneth R.
Merrill (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1977), 20-48; William C. Spohn, “Sovereign Beauty: Jonathan
Edwards and the Nature of True Virtue,” Theological Studies 42 (September 1981): 394-421; Paul Ramsey,
“Editor’s Introduction” in WJE 8; and Roland A. Delattre, “The Theological Ethics of Jonathan Edwards: An
Homage to Paul Ramsey,” Journal of Religious Ethics 19 (Fall 1991): 71-102.

% Clyde A. Holbrook, The Ethics of Jonathan Edwards: Morality and Aesthetics (Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 1973).
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relational consent), the lasting effect of this work has been to restrict the view of Edwards’
aesthetics to Neoplatonic and ethical categories.”

In a fascinating article from 1976, Sang Lee advances an interpretation of Edwards’
philosophy of mind in which “habit” (defined as “an active and real tendency to behavior or
event of a determinate sort”) is “key” to Edwards’ aesthetics.”” The sense of the heart is
understood to be conditioned by habit to grasp actively (a /a the dynamic view of the mind of the
Cambridge Platonists) spontaneous, unmediated intuitions (a /a Lockean sensationalist
empiricism) gua beauty. Lee sees this as anticipating Coleridge’s notion of imagination. The
imaginative power of cognition shapes reality, making the mind ontologically generative. While
few ideas from this article were integrated into interpretations of Edwards by other thinkers (the
article may have been too idiosyncratically creative), many of them resurface in refined form in
Lee’s later monograph.”

In 1978, Terrence Erdt further developed the field of Edwardsian aesthetics by extending
it to the arts and by identifying the sense of the heart as the “cornerstone” of Edwards’ notion of
aesthetic sensibility. Following Conrad Cherry’s corrective of Miller,”” Erdt rightly frames
Edwards’ notion of the sense of the heart not in terms of Lockean sensationalist epistemology (as

had Miller), but in those of Reformed conceptions of the experience of God’s sweetness. Tracing

% Delattre found Holbrook’s work to be “a great disappointment,” failing to integrate Edwards’ ethics and aesthetics
(“A Review of The Ethics of Jonathan Edwards: Morality and Aesthetics by Clyde Holbrook,” New England
Quarterly 47 [March 1974]: 155-58). Similarly, Fiering found the book uninformed regarding both Edwards’
ethics and his aesthetics (“The Ethics of Jonathan Edwards: Morality and Aesthetics by Clyde Holbrook,”
William and Mary Quarterly 32 [January 1975]: 139-41).

%7 Sang Hyun Lee, “Mental Activity and the Perception of Beauty in Jonathan Edwards,” Harvard Theological
Review 69 (October 1976): 369-96.

% I.e., Sang Hyun Lee, The Philosophical Theology of Jonathan Edwards (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1988).

%% Cherry argues that far from abandoning his theological tradition in favor of a wholesale subscription to the
epistemology of Locke’s Essay, Edwards draws on and defends the central tenets of Reformed theology—often
even against Lockean assumptions. See Conrad Cherry, The Theology of Jonathan Edwards: A Reappraisal
(1966; reprint, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990).
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Calvin’s notion of suavitas through the Puritans and Edwards, Erdt locates Edwards’ conception
of sensibility to Calvinist “experimental” (i.e., experiential) psychology.'®® Erdt summarizes,

Calvin’s explanation that the sense of the heart was the particular feeling that the
saint had toward the message of salvation was not a piece of pietistic vaguery. He
labeled the feeling itself suavitas, sweetness, which Edwards incorporated into his

own lexicon to describe the religious experience."

Furthermore, Erdt captures an aspect of Edwardsian methodology that has led many interpreters
astray. He notes that Edwards recasts a traditional concept in contemporary philosophical (in this
case Lockean) language, thereby both retaining and reframing it. Edwards holds to Reformed
distinctives but also adapts them to his own theological vision. Erdt notes, “To a degree
Edwards’ uniqueness in the Puritan tradition was to define, apparently as a result of his own
experimental knowledge of regeneration, suavitas as an aesthetic response.”'®> While Erdt’s
reflection on the application of Edwardsian aesthetics to the arts has been a nonstarter, his

analysis of aesthetic sensibility in Edwards has been quite influential.'®

Norman Fiering further helped situate Edwards’ thought in its intellectual context. In
Jonathan Edwards’ Moral Thought and Its British Context (1981), he takes note of Edwards’
Lockean language while claiming, contra Miller, that “Edwards himself was no Lockean.”'*

Rather Fiering shows the influence of British Sentimentalist ethics, e.g., that of Francis

Hutcheson and the Third Earl of Shaftesbury. Fiering’s focus (as the title of this work

1% See Terrence Erdt, “The Calvinist Psychology of the Heart and the ‘Sense of Jonathan Edwards,” Early American
Literature 13, no. 2 (Fall 1978), 165-80, and Jonathan Edwards, Art and the Sense of the Heart (Amherst:
University of Massachusetts Press, 1980), 2—23. The latter work began as a PhD dissertation at the University of
California at Santa Barbara in 1977.

11 Erdt, “Calvinist Psychology,” 171.

12 Erdt, Art and the Sense of the Heart, 23.

19 Other reflections on Edwardsian sensibility and the “sense of the heart” followed in this time period, including
William J. Wainwright, “Jonathan Edwards and the Sense of the Heart,” Faith and Philosophy 7 (January
1990): 43-62, and Miklos Veto, “Beauté et compossibilité: 1’épistémologie religieuse de Jonathan Edwards,”
Revue d’Histoire et de Philosophie Religieuses, 4, vol. 76 (Octobre—Décembre, 1996).

"% Fiering, Jonathan Edwards’ Moral Thought.
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announces) is Edwards’ moral thought. From the perspective of this dissertation, it is unfortunate
that more attention was not paid to the aesthetic theories of these same thinkers.'® In a later
work, Fiering goes on to explore the Rationalist sources of some of Edwards’ metaphysics.
These “theocentric metaphysicians,” e.g., John Norris, Bishop Berkley, and Nicolas

Malebranche, were decidedly not Lockean.'®

Robert W. Jenson’s masterful 1988 work on Edwards is an excellent example of
Edwardsian scholarship put to constructive ends.'”” Jenson employs an interpretation of
Edwards’ trinitarian theology in which “the God into whose beauty Edwards is led by the beauty
of nature is no nature-God or God of natural theology, but from the very first and essentially the
triune God.”'”® For Jenson’s Edwards, God is a “fugued hymn”— beauty consisting in
harmonious diversity. While questioned by Marsden as an attempt to “make Edwards into Karl
Barth,”'” Jenson ignited a wave of scholarship that was to read Edwards’ trinitarian thought as a
foundational hermeneutic for understanding his work, e.g., Amy Plantinga Pauw''® and William

Danaher.''!

Whether Edwards operates from a Cappadocian-esque social analogy of the Trinity,
a basically Augustinian psychological analogy, or a developing doctrine of the Trinity with

varying emphases depending on polemical need,''? such studies serve deeply to inform Edwards’

195 While I address some of this in Chapter Four of this work, a full-scale study is still needed.

1% Norman Fiering, “The Rationalist Foundations of Jonathan Edwards’ Metaphysics,” in Jonathan Edwards and
the American Experience, ed. Harry S. Stout and Nathan O. Hatch, 73-93. (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1988), 77.

17 Jenson, America’s Theologian.

"% Ibid., 18.

19 George Marsden, “The Edwardsean Vision,” Reformed Journal 39 (June 1994): 23-25, 25.

"% Amy Plantinga Pauw, “The Supreme Harmony of All”: The Trinitarian Theology of Jonathan Edwards (Grand
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2002). Chapter 2, “A Redefinition of Divine Excellency,” pp. 57-89, treats
Edwards’ aesthetics most directly.

"' William J. Danaher Jr., The Trinitarian Ethics of Jonathan Edwards (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox

Press, 2004).

Recently, Steven Studebaker, by deploying a “historical-theological” methodology, has argued against a

perichoretic read of Edwards’ trinitarianism (e.g., as in Plantinga Pauw and Danaher), in favor of an

112
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aesthetics.

One significant publication may represent a “coming of age” of Edwardsian studies in
aesthetics; it shows the expansion of Edwards’ thought beyond the field of Edwards studies into
the broader area of general theological aesthetics. Patrick Sherry observes that Edwards’ views
of beauty are “keyed” to a “fully developed” trinitarian theology, rooted in an Augustinian
conception of the Holy Spirit as the vinculum amoris between the Father and the Son. He further
notes Edwards’ view of sanctification as beautification by the Spirit. In the end, Sherry finds
Edwards’ trinitarian aesthetics comparable in status to those of von Balthasar, whom he esteems

as “perhaps the greatest modern writer” in theological aesthetics.'"

In 2004, Ken Minkema lamented that the “1990s saw a significant drop in” works on
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Edwards’ ethics and aesthetics.”  In 2010, however, he and Harry Stout revised this estimation

noting,

Nearly half of the studies on Edwards’ ethics and aesthetics completed during the
1990s were dissertations, the number of which has held constant for three decades.
This is usually an indicator of a good showing in the coming years. Another good
indicator was the interest in Edwards’ ethics in connection with the tercentenary of
his birth in 2003. And so the concept of beauty, with implications for aesthetics, is a

topic continuing to attract attention.'"”

Augustinian conception of “mutual love” within the Trinity. (Studebaker, Jonathan Edwards: Social
Augustinian Trinitarians in Historical and Contemporary Perspectives [Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2008].)
Kyle Strobel, however, offers a convincing mediation between the two views by showing a change between the
trinitarianism of the Edwards of the Notes, and that of the Edwards of the late Essay or Discourse on the Trinity,
arguing that Edwards’ views develop as he polemically engages the proto-unitarianism of his context. (Strobel,
Jonathan Edwards’ Theology: A Reinterpretation [T & T Clark Studies in Systematic Theology vol. 19;
London: T & T Clark, 2013].) One of the reasons such diverse interpretations may be drawn is the exploratory
and ad hoc nature of his reflections on the Trinity—none of which he published.

'3 Sherry, Spirit and Beauty, 15. Another work could be mentioned as representing the recognition of Edwards as a
resource for theological aesthetics: Farley, Faith and Beauty: A Theological Aesthetic. Farley, however, simply
provides an overview of some of Edwards’ ideas.

"4 Kenneth P. Minkema, “Jonathan Edwards in the Twentieth Century,” JETS 47, no. 4 (December 2004): 659—87,
667.

!5 Kenneth P. Minkema and Harry S. Stout, “Jonathan Edwards Studies: The State of the Field,” in Jonathan
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While other interesting articles on Edwards’ aesthetics were written during this time period that

never gained much traction,

now turn.

4.1.d 2003—Present. Of the one monograph, 6 chapters or essays in edited volumes or
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it is to the time of “the tercentenary of his birth in 2003” that I

compilations, 24 journal articles, and 7 Ph.D. dissertations from 2003 onward that treat Edwards’

aesthetics fairly directly,''” 7 treat Edwards’ views of beauty from a general or comprehensive

perspective.''® Twenty-seven of these publications may be assigned, without undue procrustean

violence, into three general groups. First, eight publications consider Edwards’ view of beauty

from a metaphysical perspective, engaging Edwards’ aesthetics as they apply to the Trinity and

Edwards as Contemporary: Essays in Honor of Sang Hyun Lee, ed. Don Schweitzer (New York: Peter Lang,

2010), 241.

"1 think, e.g., of David Weddle, “The Beauty of Faith in Jonathan Edwards,” Ohio Journal of Religious Studies 4,

no. 2 (October 1976): 42-52; W. Clark Gilpin, “‘Inward, Sweet Delight in God’: Solitude in the Career of

Jonathan Edwards,” Journal of Religion 82 (October 2002): 523-28; and particularly of Paula M. Cooey, “Eros

and Intimacy in Edwards.”

""" This is necessarily a somewhat imprecise number; others might include publications that I did not consider as
having treated “Edwards’ aesthetics fairly directly” or may not have included publications that I do. This
notwithstanding, my analysis of these forty publications will provide a helpful, general picture of recent
literature on Edwards’ aesthetics. The statistics may be summarized:

TYPE # %
Monographs 1 2.63%
Chapters/Essays 6 15.79%
Journal Articles 24 63.16%
PhD Dissertations 7 18.42%

Book reviews, reprints, dictionary and encyclopedia entries, newspaper articles, and passing references are not

included.

"8 These include: E. Brooks Holifield, “Jonathan Edwards,” in Theology in America: Christian Thought from the
Age of the Puritans to the Civil War (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003), 102-26; Louie, “The
Theological Aesthetics of Jonathan Edwards”; Louis J. Mitchell, “The Theological Aesthetics of Jonathan
Edwards,” Theology Today 64, no. 1 (April 2007): 36—46; Oliver D. Crisp, “Divine Beauty and Excellency:
Some Lessons from Jonathan Edwards,” Crux 44, no. 3 (Fall 2008): 2—11; Sang Hyun Lee, “Edwards and
Beauty,” in Understanding Jonathan Edwards: An Introduction to America’s Theologian, ed. Gerald R.
McDermott (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 113-26; Michael J. McClymond and Gerald R.

McDermott, “Beauty and Aesthetics,” in The Theology of Jonathan Edwards (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

2012), 93-101; and Kin Yip Louie, The Beauty of the Triune God: The Theological Aesthetics of Jonathan

Edwards (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013).
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ontology.'"” These works operate in the register of philosophical theology. A second group of
seven publications proceeds from an ethical perspective, engaging Edwards’ aesthetics as they
pertain to ethics.'?’ Such studies draw on and inform moral theology. The third set of twelve
publications treats Edwards’ views of beauty from a phenomenological perspective; they address

the experiential or affective aspects of beauty.'?! These works concern experiential theology. The

"% These include: Amy Plantinga Pauw, “‘One Alone Cannot be Excellent’: Edwards on Divine Simplicity,” in
Jonathan Edwards: Philosophical Theologian, ed. Paul Helm and Oliver D. Crisp (Burlington, VT: Ashgate,
2003), 115-25; George M. Marsden, “Jonathan Edwards in the Twenty-First Century” in Jonathan Edwards at
300: Essays on the Tercentenary of His Birth, ed. Harry S Stout, Kenneth P. Minkema, and Caleb J. D. Maskell
(Latham, MD: University Press of America, 2005), 152—-64; Richard R. Niebuhr, “Being and Consent,” in The
Princeton Companion to Jonathan Edwards, ed. Sang Hyun Lee (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2005), 34-43; Amy Plantinga Pauw, “The Trinity,” in The Princeton Companion to Jonathan Edwards, ed.
Sang Hyun Lee (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005), 44—58; Patrick Sherry, “The Beauty of God
the Holy Spirit,” Theology Today 64, no. 1 (April 2007): 5—13; Brian Keith Sholl, “The Excellency of Minds:
Jonathan Edwards’ Theological Style” (PhD dissertation, University of Virginia, 2008); Venter, “Trinity and
Beauty”; and Oliver D. Crisp, Jonathan Edwards on God and Creation (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2012). Of this last, Chapter 5 (94-116) is on divine excellency.

120 These include (in chronological order): Gerald R. McDermott, “The Eighteenth-Century American Culture War:
Thomas Jefferson and Jonathan Edwards on Religion and the Religions,” Litteraria Pragensia. Studies in
Literature and Culture 15 (29, 2003): 48-63; Roland A. Delattre, “Aesthetics and Ethics: Jonathan Edwards and
the Recovery of Aesthetics for Religious Ethics,” Journal of Religious Ethics 31, no. 22 (Summer 2003): 277—
97; Gerald R. McDermott, “Franklin, Jefferson and Edwards on Religion and the Religions,” in Jonathan
Edwards at 300: Essays on the Tercentenary of His Birth, ed. Kenneth Minkema and Harry Stout (Lanham,
MD: University Press of America, 2005), 65-85; Ki Joo Choi, “The Role of Beauty in Moral Discernment: An
Appraisal from Rahnerian and Edwardsean Perspectives” (PhD dissertation, Boston College, 2006); William J.
Danaher Jr., “Beauty, Benevolence, and Virtue in Jonathan Edwards’ The Nature of True Virtue,” Journal of
Religion 87, no. 3 (July 2007): 386—410; Richard B. Steele, “Transfiguring Light: The Moral Beauty of the
Christian Life According to Gregory Palamas and Jonathan Edwards,” St Viadimir’s Theological Quarterly 52,
no. 3—4 (2008): 403-39; and Ki Joo Choi, “The Deliberative Practices of Aesthetic Experience: Reconsidering
the Moral Functionality of Art,” Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics 29, no. 1 (Spring—Summer, 2009):
193-218.

These include (in chronological order): Louis J. Mitchell, “Jonathan Edwards on the Experience of Beauty,”
Studies in Reformed Theology and History, no. 9 (2003): 1-115; Max L. Stackhouse, “Edwards for Us,”
Christian Century 120 (4 October, 2003): 32-33; Belden C. Lane, “Jonathan Edwards on Beauty, Desire, and
the Sensory World,” Theological Studies 65 (March 2004): 44—72; Finbarr Curtis, “Locating the Revival:
Jonathan Edwards’ Northampton as a Site of Social Theory,” in Embodying the Spirit: New Perspectives on
North American Revivalism, ed. Michael J. McClymond (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004),
47-66; C. Samuel Storms, One Thing: Developing a Passion for the Beauty of God (Fearn, Rosshire, Scotland:
Christian Focus, 2004); Wilson N. Brissett, “Beauty among the Puritans: Aesthetics and Subjectivity in Early
New England” (PhD dissertation, University of Virginia, 2007); Joseph D. Wooddell, “Jonathan Edwards,
Beauty, and Apologetics,” Criswell Theological Review 5 (Fall 2007): 81-95; Kallay, “Alternative Viewpoint:
Edwards and Beauty,” 127-32; Peter J. Leithart, “Beauty Seize Us,” Touchstone: A Journal of Mere
Christianity 21, no. 5 (June 2008): 6; Belden C. Lane, Ravished by Beauty: The Surprising Legacy of Reformed
Spirituality (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011); Christine Mary Dixon, “The Concept of the Heart in
the Theological Thought and Experience of Augustine of Hippo and Jonathan Edwards” (PhD dissertation,
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four remaining publications are not readily unclassifiable'** according to my categories.'**
Significantly, the three most common perspectives on beauty in recent Edwards scholarship map
onto my proposed typology; the metaphysical perspective corresponds to my Ontological type,
the phenomenological perspective corresponds to my Affective type, and (though it will not be

clear until Chapter Three) the ethical perspective corresponds to my Formal type.

4.2. Perennial Motifs in Interpretations of Edwards’ Legacy.

Having just completed a chronological review of the secondary literature, I must point
out that understandings of Edwards recur in various forms. This may be observed by considering
five perennial motifs that reappear in understandings of Edwards and his legacy. Some will be
familiar from the chronological overview in 4.1, others I will illustrate in the next section, 4.3.
While each motif reflects truth, when overemphasized, studies of Edwards’ aesthetics can be
eclipsed or skewed by tendentious interpretations of Edwards’ thought. The five motifs are the

Prodigy, the Demon, the Revivalist, the Ideologue, and the Frustrated Philosopher.

Macquarie University, 2008); and Kathryn Reklis, Theology and the Kinesthetic Imagination.: Jonathan
Edwards and the Making of Modernity (Oxford: Oxford University Press: 2014).

These include: Stuart Piggin and Dianne Cook, “Keeping Alive the Heart in the Head: The Significance of
‘Eternal Language’ in the Aesthetics of Jonathan Edwards and S. T. Coleridge,” Literature and Theology: An
International Journal of Religion, Theory, and Culture 18 (December): 383—414; William A. Dyrness,
“Jonathan Edwards: The World as Image and Shadow,” in Reformed Theology and Visual Culture: The
Protestant Imagination from Calvin to Edwards (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 240-99;
Michael D. Gibson, “The Beauty of the Redemption of the World: The Theological Aesthetics of Maximus the
Confessor and Jonathan Edwards,” Harvard Theological Review 101, no. 1 (January 2008): 45—76; and Joseph
G. Prud’homme and James H. Schelberg, “Disposition, Potentiality, and Beauty in the Theology of Jonathan
Edwards: A Defense of His Great Christian Doctrine of Original Sin,” American Theological Inquiry 5, no. 1
(January 2012).

12 The perspective on beauty taken in these recent works may be summarized as follows:
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PERSPECTIVE # %

General 7 18.42%
Metaphysical 8 21.05%
Ethical 7 18.42%
Phenomenological 12 31.58%
Unclassifiable 4 10.53%
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First, Edwards is frequently viewed as a prodigy. Whether seen as a paragon of piety (as
immediately after his death, among some in the Second Great Awakening, and among some
contemporary Evangelicals), as a preacher anointed by God to lead a transformation of Colonial
culture through spiritual conversion (as he was viewed at home and abroad in the First Great
Awakening), or as genius of such towering intellect that he was perpetually ahead of his own
time (as in Miller, Lee and others), Edwards has often been cast as preternatural. While his
heartfelt devotion, his lasting cultural influence, and his exceptional intellectual acuity are not in
question, hagiographic or super-human interpretations of Edwards can overlook ordinary
influences and explanations of his views. This may account, in part, for the general lack of
attention to the influence of aesthetic (and not only ethical and theological) ideas that were afoot
in Edwards’ intellectual milieu. Conversely, demonizing motifs of Edwards as villain (e.g., as a
dour Puritan, a doctrinaire sectarian, a dogmatic tyrant, or the unfeeling hellfire preacher of
Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God) obscure Edwards’ emphasis on beauty, God’s delight in
Godself, and God’s intention for human delight and flourishing.

At some times (e.g., in both Awakenings) and in some circles (e.g., among nineteenth-
century Scottish Presbyterians and among some contemporary American Evangelicals), Edwards
is viewed primarily as a revivalist. While his interest in spiritual awakenings was acute and
abiding and while his literary production in defense of them is substantial, so too were his
theological and philosophical endeavors. Furthermore, Edwards’ philosophical commitments
must not be construed in terms of a particular philosophical school of thought, e.g.,
Neoplatonism (as is quite common and about which I have much to say in Chapter Two),
Newtonian physics, or Lockean Sensationalism. Faulty assumptions concerning Edwards’

philosophy—particularly by reading him through a Neoplatonic grid—have led to significant
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misinterpretations of Edwards’ aesthetics. While Edwards stands self-consciously in the
Reformed tradition, even this lens can overcolor Edwards’ complicated fusion of innovation and

orthodoxy (as he sees it). The motif of Edwards as ideologue must not overinterpret him.

Relatedly, the motif of Edwards as a frustrated philosopher who, due to his Colonial and
Puritan context, could only pursue philosophical inquiry in a theological register and through a
ministerial vocation is also recurrent. Perry Miller, for instance, seeing Edwards’ pastoral duties
as distractions, laments that Edwards “was forced repeatedly to put aside his real work and to
expend his energies in turning out sermons” and “defenses of the Great Awakening.”'** We have
no evidence, however, that Edwards resented preaching or that he viewed his philosophical work
as primary and other aspects of his work as secondary. Wilson Kimnach reminds us, “Although
the reputation of Jonathan Edwards is appropriately multi-faceted and he is deservedly
recognized as a theologian, philosopher, and pioneering psychologist, the popular conception of

. . . 12
him as a preacher is essentially correct.”'*’

Indeed, as Kimnach observes, Edwards is a complex thinker with diverse undertakings
and interests. Highlighting one aspect of his thought to the exclusion of others invariably skews
interpretations of him. In the case of his aesthetics, however, most of the common interpretive
motifs eclipse the role of beauty in his thought. Viewing Edwards one-dimensionally as a genius,
demon, philosopher, or revivalist likely obscures Edwards’ aesthetics while casting his thought

as Neoplatonism will yield prominent but inaccurate conceptions.
4.3. Ideological Orientations in Interpretations of Edwards’ Project.

Whether issuing from consciously held convictions or precognitive presuppositions, two

124 perry Miller, “Jonathan Edwards on the Sense of the Heart.”

125 Wilson H. Kimnach, Introduction to The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 10, Sermons and Discourses, 1720—
1723, ed. Wilson H. Kimnach (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992), 3. Hereafter WJE 10.
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ideological orientations and two resulting methodological styles in Edwards studies have
emerged. In a recent piece entitled “Jonathan Edwards Studies: The State of the Field” (2010),
Ken Minkema and Harry Stout have observed this “divergence of scholarship on Edwards’
thought'?® in “recent” work “over the past decade.”'?” For these writes (from the Jonathan
Edwards Center at Yale University), this “debate is over issues of disposition vs. finality,
inclusiveness vs. exclusiveness, liberal theological innovation vs. consistent Reformed
orthodoxy,” and “comes down to ... an American school and a British school.”'?® In the
“American school,” Minkema and Stout place Sang Hyun Lee (from Princeton Theological
Seminary), Anri Morimoti (sic, from the International Christian University in Tokyo, but who
studied under Lee at Princeton) and Gerald McDermott (from Roanoke College).'*’ Each of
these scholars have produced highly original constructive projects, built on highly creative (and
contested) readings of Edwards. Minkema and Stout see the “British school” as consisting of
writers who “criticized the extent to which Edwards has been correctly portrayed” by the
American school. These include, “Paul Helm, Oliver Crisp, Stephen Holmes, and John Bombaro

(a Yank who trained under Helm).”"*"

While Minkema and Stout have rightly sensed a “divergence” in Edwards studies that
may have even grown into a “debate,” I see the issue as older and more complex. From my
perspective, the difference is not 1) one “liberal theological innovation vs. consistent Reformed
orthodoxy,” 2) a “recent” issue “over the past decade,” or 3) well conceived in terms of “an

American school and a British school.” I will explain these three objections and then offer an

126 Minkema and Stout, “Jonathan Edwards Studies,” 248.
127 Ibid., 247.

128 Ibid., 249.

129 Ibid., 248-49.

130 1bid., 249.
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alternative schema.

First, the notion of liberal and orthodox theology is largely anachronistic and of limited
descriptive value. In the putatively liberal school is Gerry McDermott, who self-identifies as an
Evangelical, and Sang Lee and Anri Morimoto from Princeton Theological Seminary, for which
the designations “liberal” or “orthodox” are particularly poorly suited. Concerning the British
school (as constituted by Helm, Crisp, Holmes, and Bombaro), Minkema and Stout are close; it
is concerned with some kind of “Reformed orthodoxy,” but I take the issue between the two
camps to be one of historiography and hermeneutics, not theology per se. The scholars of the so-
called British school see themselves as performing better historical exposition of Edwards by
acknowledging and highlighting the Reformed sources, ideas, and commitments in Edwards’
thought. It could be said that these thinkers seek Edwards’ “authorial intent” and see their
American counterparts as selectively engaging Edwardsian themes and insights in order to fund
constructive projects.

Second, this divergence in strategies is traceable at least to 1966, when Conrad Cherry’s
“Reappraisal” of Edwards’ theology challenged Miller’s central thesis of the 1950s in favor of a

self-consciously Reformed Edwards."*! So too in 1973 with Clyde Holbrook, who in

% ¢¢

contradistinction to Miller’s interpretation, framed Edwards’ “theological objectivism” as self-

consciously Calvinist. Likewise with Terrance Erdt, who in 1978 also stressed Calvinist themes,

. 132
as mentioned above.'?

While Norman Fiering does not stress Edwards’ Calvinism in the manner
of the British School, his 1981 work is rooted in historical exposition aimed at recovering a less

novel reading of Edwards’ eighteenth-century thought. Furthermore, Marsden’s comment that

31 Conrad Cherry, Theology of Jonathan Edwards.

132 See Erdt, “Calvinist Psychology of the Heart,” and Art and the Sense of the Heart, 2-23.
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Jenson fashioned “Edwards into Karl Barth”'** in 1988 could serve to locate Jenson’s project in

the style of the American school.

While further examples could be adduced, enough have been mentioned to establish that
a divergence of two theoretical dispositions and methodologies that are not established primarily
by theological commitments is much older than the twenty-first century, and began solely on
American soil. Rather than “an American school and a British school,” then, I will refer to these
two orientations, tendencies, and approaches as an “Innovative Constructive” reading and use of
Edwards (that is, concerned with Edwards’ historical context and theological commitments) and
a reading and use of Edwards that gives a pro tanto preference to a “Historically Reformed”
reading of him. Each approach has value—I imagine both approaches see themselves as doing
something analogous to a Ressourcement of Edwards—and both entail potential shortcomings
for Edwards scholarship in general and for the use of his aesthetics in particular. I will illustrate
both below.

4.3.a The Innovative Constructive Orientation to Edwards Scholarship.
Innovative Constructive readings of Edwards tend either to view him as a prodigious integrator
of Modern (i.e., Enlightenment) philosophy or as a pioneering developer of Post-Modern (e.g.,
post-metaphysical or Post-Structural) thought. In both cases, the motifs of the prodigy, the
ideologue, or trapped philosopher are often in interpretive play.

Perry Miller is representative of the first, modern, version of this orientation. He is also
largely responsible for founding contemporary Edwards studies in a particularly strong version
of the prodigy motif. Miller’s rehabilitation of Edwards’ late nineteenth— and early twentieth—

century reputation as a fear-mongering preacher of eternal torments was achieved by recasting

133 ..
Marsden, “Edwardsean Vision,” 25.
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him as a true American hero: a brilliant, open-minded sage who absorbed European philosophy
and refashioned it for local consumption. As Nathan Hatch and Harry Stout observe, “From
Miller, students of American culture inherited an image of Edwards as an isolated genius who
stood so completely above and beyond his immediate culture that our own time is “barely
catching up.”"**

On Miller’s reading, Edwards achieves a bold syncretization of Christian doctrines and
Newtonian physics mediated through Lockean epistemological psychology. While Edwards
continues to use the idiom of theology, the content of his system has now become Enlightenment
philosophy. Therefore, Miller can audaciously claim that Edwards “became, therefore, the first
consistent and authentic Calvinist in New England.”'** It is only in this sense that beauty is a
doctrinal or theological idea. Rather, for Miller’s Edwards, beauty is a philosophical notion
derived from reflection on immediate sense experience. Ultimately, this transmutes to a mystical
reorientation to the world; when one apprehends ““a sense of the beauty of the universe” one

: 1
apprehends “a sense of reality.”'*

While Miller’s revisionist presentation of Edwards has come in for revisionist scrutiny
itself, there is much to commend in it. Edwards was, indeed, possessed of an exceptional and
highly creative mind. From his youth Edwards was au courant with Enlightenment ideas and
made significant, if idiosyncratic use of contemporary philosophical language and concepts.
Furthermore, as a Congregationalist of the time, he held to Puritan orthodoxy but was not
particularly confessional in his theology. Regarding Edwards’ aesthetics, Miller rightly

highlights Edwards’ view of harmony as the essence of reality.

13 Nathan O. Hatch and Harry S. Stout, eds., Jonathan Edwards and the American Experience (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 1988), 4.
135 perry Miller, Errand into the Wilderness (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1956), 98.
136 Miller, Jonathan Edwards, 192.
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Nonetheless, it seems implausible that Edwards conducted an elaborate ruse whereby his
doctrinal claims are mere ciphers for deeper philosophical truths. On the contrary, Edwards’
doctrinal carefulness and the energy he expends in polemics evince that he held his theological
beliefs ex animo, with no duplicity. Nor was Edwards uncritical in his adoption of Enlightenment
thought. Stephen Nichols has highlighted Edwards’ role as an apologist against many of the new
ideas."” In Chapter Four, I will illustrate Edwards’ nuanced interaction with the aesthetic
theories of some of the British Moral Sense theorists, particularly Francis Hutcheson. Wilson
Brissett summarizes well what Miller has missed: “Edwards’ expansive idea of beauty was
theorized by him at the level of the scientific and philosophical, but its origin and end were
defined by the spiritual and the theological, which were always ruled in turn by the biblical.”'*®
In the end it would seem that, creative reframing of traditional notions notwithstanding, he was a
Calvinist in the same sense as were other New England Puritan divines.

While a particularly interesting and creative Post-modern version of the Innovative
Constructive orientation to Edwards may be seen in Stephen Daniel’s The Philosophy of
Jonathan Edwards: A Study in Divine Semiotics, 1 will pass over it quickly as it relates only
indirectly to Edwards’ aesthetics and because I address some of its relevant claims in Chapter
Four. Rather than from Enlightenment sources, Daniel reads Edwards as drawing from “Stoic-
2139

Ramist” and Renaissance logic to develop a semiotic metaphysics, or “an ontology of signs.

In Edwards’ use of such a logic, the notion of communication is expanded to include
... the ontology for determining being. It is in terms of this combination of ontology

and logic (in an ontology of signs or “semiotics”) that he justifies his arguments

137 See Stephen Nichols, An Absolute Sort of Certainty: The Holy Spirit and the Apologetics of Jonathan Edwards
(Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R Publishing, 2003).

18 Brissett, “Beauty among the Puritans,” 2.

139 Stephen H. Daniel, The Philosophy of Jonathan Edwards: A Study in Divine Semiotics (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1994), 4, 68-83.
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about God, the Trinity, creation, freedom, knowledge, and beauty.mo

In other words, communication evinces being in that being is constituted by relationship. Daniel
rightly observes that in Edwards “the beauty or excellence of a thing consists in its relations to
others. Since the very existence of a thing consists in those relations, the ontological and
aesthetic dimensions of the thing cannot ultimately be differentiated.”'*' Both beauty and being
are established relationally by participation in a intersubjective semiosis.

Certainly the most influential Post-modern version of the Innovative Constructive
methodology in Edwards studies has been Sang Lee’s presentation of Edwards’ metaphysics as a
“dispositional ontology.” I examine this claim in Chapter Two showing that, as insightful and
helpful as Lee’s analysis is, he has nonetheless overinterpreted certain central themes in Edwards
who operates not from a dispositional ontology, but an aesthetic ontology.

While Perry Miller grasps Edwards’ intrepid and venturesome engagement of the new
ideas in the Republic of Letters, and while Lee helpfully highlights the centrality of dispositions
in Edwards and his creative ontology, such gains have embedded costs. Overemphasis on
Edwards’ innovative utilization of Enlightenment philosophy (as in Miller) or overemphasis on
the role of disposition in Edwards’ ontology—such that it appears to be tantamount to Barthian

actualism or Heideggerian post-metaphysics (as in Lee)—obscures the influence of Edwards’

intellectual context and theological tradition.
4.3.b The Historically Reformed Orientation to Edwards Scholarship.

Proponents of the Historically Reformed approach to understanding Edwards include, as

mentioned as part of the “British school,” Paul Helm, Oliver Crisp, Stephen Holmes, and John

0 Ibid., 4.
" bid., 177.
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Bombaro. I would also add established Edwards scholars Michael McClymond, Sam Logan, and
David Fergusson. More recent additions include, inter alias, Steven Studebaker, Robert
Caldwell, Kyle Strobel, and Kin Yip Louie.

From this perspective, beauty is primarily a theological notion, and only secondarily a
philosophical one. It is assumed that the philosophical constructs employed by Edwards are to be
framed in terms of his doctrinal aims and commitments, not vice versa. Furthermore, situating
Edwards’ thought in his theological tradition and sources is considered to be critical to an
accurate interpretation of him. The aim is not an interpretation of Edwards repristinated
according to some static standard in the history of Puritan or Reformed thought, but to allow
those views that shaped Edwards to shape the interpretation of him. This has clear advantages.
Edwards was well trained and well read in Reformed Scholasticism and, as I mention above,
gives every indication that he self-consciously aligns himself with that tradition.

This, however, can be overdone, interpreting Edwards through the motif of a Calvinist
ideologue. Historically Reformed readings of Edwards can risk reading past Edwards’
philosophical and theological innovation and the (sometimes subtle) reframing of traditional
concepts. While Edwards has a remarkable ability to develop a doctrine in a way that is
simultaneously innovative and orthodox by most eighteenth-century Reformed standards, he
sometimes exhibits significant departures from his received inheritance (e.g., his ambivalence
concerning some formulations of the doctrine of divine simplicity'**). Edwards himself argues
for theological development and against rejecting “any addition of light.” He says that they “who

bring any addition of light ... to true religion ought not to be despised and discouraged,” as if it

"2 On this see Amy Plantinga Pauw, Supreme Harmony, 69, and “‘One Alone Cannot be Excellent’: Edwards on

Divine Simplicity,” in Jonathan Edwards: Philosophical Theologian, ed. Paul Helm and Oliver D. Crisp
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2003), 115-25.
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were presumptuous to think that anything could be added to the work of eminent divines of the
past. He concludes by doubting “that the church of God is already possessed of all that light ...

that ever God intends to give it.”'*

Furthermore, and sadly for aesthetics, writers from this orientation in the past have had
little to contribute to discussions of beauty. Kin Yip Louie, a writer decidedly from the
Historically Reformed perspective, however, has recently undertaken to rectify that deficiency.
With the 2013 publication of The Beauty of the Triune God.: The Theological Aesthetics of

Jonathan Edwards,l44

Louie states, “In this treatment, the aesthetics of Edwards is examined
within an explicitly theological framework.” The work proceeds through seven chapters. After a
literature review in Chapter One in which Perry Miller looms large as the polemical other, Louie
offers “Definitions of Beauty,” skimming from Plato through the Puritans and then focusing
more closely on the eighteenth-century British thinkers, Shaftesbury, Addison and Hutcheson.
Chapter Three treats the “Metaphysics of Beauty,” Chapter Four “the Beautiful God,” Chapter

Five “the Beautiful Christ,” and Chapter Six “Eschatological Beauty.” Chapter Seven concludes

the work.

Kin’s work explores how Edwards frames theological topics in terms of beauty with
attention to the influence of Reformed doctrine. It is, however, difficult to discern why the
particular topics were selected.'* Nor does there seem to be an overarching thesis beyond

something like, “Edwards operates from Reformed categories in the development of his

'3 Jonathan Edwards, preface to Joseph Bellamy, True Religion Delineated (Boston: S. Kneeland, 1750), iii.

"% Kin Yip Louie, The Beauty of the Triune God: The Theological Aesthetics of Jonathan Edwards (Princeton
Theological Monograph Series Book 201)(Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2013). This is a revision of 2007
Louie, K. Y. “The theological aesthetics of Jonathan Edwards.” Ph.D. dissertation, Edinburgh, 2007.

151t does not appear to follow, for instance, the six traditional theological loci of Reformed scholasticism, of
Theology, Anthropology, Christology, Soteriology, Ecclesiology, and Eschatology.
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theological aesthetics.” This work may best be used as a reference for questions about particular

doctrines.

skokosk skok

Burgeoning as the field of Edwards studies is, a desideratum remains in the treatment of
Edwards’ aesthetics. While the importance of beauty in the thought of Jonathan Edwards is
widely acknowledged, it nonetheless has received relatively little sustained attention. Louie’s
work is the first monograph on Edwards’ aesthetics since Delattre’s a half century ago, and adds
little that is new. What is needed is a conceptual treatment of Edwards’ aesthetics—a thematic,
rather than topical approach; one that provides synthesis, not just analysis. Finally, an
engagement of Edwards’ views is needed that attends not only to his theological tradition, but
also engages his aesthetic notions qua aesthetics. This lack likely accounts for Edwards
remaining a largely untapped resource for aesthetics outside the field of Edwards studies. My

work intends to address this lacuna.

PART II. A TYPOLOGY OF THEORIES OF BEAUTY

5. THREE AESTHETIC HORIZONS: A Morphological Analysis.

A central aim of this dissertation is to identify and analyze conceptual horizons from
which particular theological aesthetics have been commonly or recurrently employed in Western
thought. This aspiration arises in part from a delphic lack of clarity in aesthetic discourse that
may impede the resurgence of interest in beauty as a theological construct.

This turbidity stems from a number of factors. First, the concept of beauty is particularly

capacious; conceptions of beauty are rich and diverse. Consequently, notions of the beautiful are
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capable of entailing a great many other ideas. Similarly, the language utilized to discuss beauty
can be particularly ambiguous; the same words may be applied with markedly different semantic
connotations. As G. W. Leibniz observed, “Les hommes ont des differentes notions qu’ils
appliquent aux mémes termes.”"*® This is especially true given that conceptions of beauty are
often developed in relation to other disciplines (e.g., ethics, psychology, axiology, etc.), and are
often embedded in broader theoretical commitments (e.g., various Platonisms, Romanticisms,
Idealisms, etc.) and can overlap with other aesthetic ideas (e.g., the sublime, the pastoral, the
picturesque, the anti-beauty aesthetics of much twentieth-century art, etc., and recently even the

14
grotesque'

). Furthermore, the phenomenology of beauty often entails a sense that more is being
experienced than can be apprehended. As Simone Weil notes regarding beauty, “[It is]
impossible to define it psychologically, because of the fullness of the aesthetic

contemplation.”'*®

Conceptual clarity in the aesthetics of beauty could be advanced by at least three
strategies. First, a rigorous analytical definition could be sought—one in which the designation
“beauty” always and only applies. Given the spaciousness, abstruseness, theoretical
embeddedness, concurrence with other aesthetic conceptions, and surplus of meaning mentioned
above, it is likely than any analytical definition would be too thin or too parochial to advance a
theology of beauty. A second approach could be historiographical. Clarity can be had by careful
historical analysis of precisely what, say, Pythagoras, Plotinus, Aquinas, Ficino, Kant, or Keats

meant by beauty. This is critically important; I intend to do this with Edwards. However, while

146 «people have different notions which they apply to the same terms.” G. W. Leibniz, New Essays on Human
Understanding, trans. and ed. Peter Remnant and Jonathan Bennett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1981).

"7 On the grotesque, see Victor Anderson, Creative Exchange: A Constructive Theology of African American
Religious Experience (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2008), 7—12.

148 George A. Panichas, ed., Simone Weil Reader (Mt Kisco, NY: Moyer Bell, 1977), 421-22.
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this approach is necessary, it is not sufficient for constructive aesthetics. Grazia Marchiano is
surely right when she claims that “the aesthetic universals are not philological fossils belonging
to an archaeology of thought, but milestones on the cultural path of humanity. To explore them,
and to relocate them in the framework of the spirit of the present time is an essential path for the
research of a world aesthetics at its outset today.”'** While definitional clarity must be sought
where possible, and historical aesthetic conceptions must be accurately unearthed and
contextualized, I wish to offer a third strategy for advancing conceptual clarity regarding notions
of beauty.

In order to disentangle the many divergent understandings and uses of the concept of
beauty (both in Edwards and in Western thought generally), I proffer a typology of theological
conceptions of beauty. This will contribute to conceptual clarity in discussions of beauty not by
limiting or more narrowly defining its usage, or by exploring particular historical cases in
isolation, but by identifying certain types of thought about beauty. This approach goes beyond
definitional and historical analysis to a morphological analysis and provides a framework for
analyzing what is pertinent in Edwards’ (or other thinkers’) various horizons for engaging
aesthetic ideas. Such a schema is also a basis for comparing those perspectives and ideas. [
believe a typology can provide clarifying analytical language, but also some useful cartography
in the misty woodlands of theological aesthetics.

By “typology” I mean a heuristic classification of conceptions of beauty into genera or
genuses. By categorizing various conceptual horizons from which aesthetic reflection and

analysis may be undertaken, and the ensuing modalities in which conceptions of beauty are

149 Grazia Marchiano and Raffaele Milani, eds., Frontiers of Transculturality in Contemporary Aesthetics:
Proceedings Volume of the Intercontinental Conference, University of Bologna, Italy, October 2000 (Turin:
Trauben, 2001), 6.
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expressed, this typology identifies major clusters of theories. As clusters (which cannot be
precisely defined but must be described'*?), theories about beauty maybe recognized by a certain
“family resemblance.” The types, then, are not archetypes, i.e., ideal types. Furthermore, the
categories are neither exhaustive nor mutually exclusive. Indeed, they commonly overlap.
Nonetheless, each type describes vantage points from which Edwards (or, again, another
theologian) attends to particular features of beauty.

While particular aesthetic theories are framed and expressed in very different contexts,
and therefore exhibit both synchronic particularity and diachronic development, certain
categories of thought, nonetheless, perennially frame particular theories. The multiplicity of
aesthetic theories—manifold and diverse as they are—tend to cluster in three discernable
categories: ontological, formal, and affective conceptions of beauty. While exceptions are sure to
exist, most of the myriad theories of beauty in Western culture may be recognized as a generally
belonging to one of three classes. Whether in Golden Age Athens, late-medieval Paris, or late-
modern New York, some aesthetic theories will issue from the horizon of being, some from the
horizon of form, and others from the horizon of affective experience.

5.1 The Ontological Horizon in Western Aesthetics.

Many of the discernable strands of thought about beauty in the history of Western culture
are cast in metaphysical and ultimately ontological terms. From the Pythagoreans through the
Phenomenologists, beauty has been recurrently understood as reflecting “reality” or “being.”
Claims about beauty and ontology emerge not only from philosophical and theological

commitments, but also from common human experience. When people are moved aesthetically,

30 Here I follow a widely accepted notion of “cluster” from computer science as not susceptible to exact definition.
See, e.g., Vladimir Estivill-Castro, “Why So Many Clustering Algorithms—A Position Paper,” ACM SIGKDD
Explorations Newsletter 4, no. 1 (June 2002): 6575, doi:10.1145/568574.568575.
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they sometimes sense an enhanced connection to “reality” through the experience of the
beautiful, often believing they have glimpsed something that transcends quotidian existence.
Philosophical reflection on such experiences of the beautiful has not infrequently lead to beliefs
concerning ultimate reality. From here, the step to religion then is a short one. Significantly, two
of the most influential theologians of the twentieth century, Karl Barth and Hans Urs von
Balthasar, both develop their theological aesthetics with an eye toward ontology.''

While beauty is perennially conceived in Western culture in ontological terms, it must be
noted that conceptions of “being” vary tremendously across time and within various
philosophical systems.'**> Minimally, “being” need only denote existence, as in Parmenides.'”
Aristotle, however, develops a metaphysics of substance. “What being is,” he claimed, “is just
the question, what is substance?””'>* Much of Western philosophy followed from this seeing
“being” as an existent essence. This conception was refined by Thomas Aquinas with lasting
influence. For him, “being” (esse) is an essence (quiddity, or substantial form) in the act of
existence. More or less Thomistic conceptions of being are common in many theological

aesthetics. Etienne Gilson, for instance, defines being as “the substance, nature, and essence of

131 Karl Barth—famously wary of “metaphysics”—conceives being actualistically, primarily in dynamic and

relational, rather than substantial terms. God’s being is in act, and therefore may not be conceived apart from
his free action. There is no divide in God “between his being and essence in himself and his activity and work
as the Reconciler of the world created by him” (Church Dogmatics, 4.1: The Doctrine of Reconciliation, Part 1,
ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance, trans. G. W. Bromiley, [Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1956], 184-85.
Hereafter, CD/IV.1). Likewise for human beings: to say, “I am” means to say, “I am in encounter” (Karl Barth,
Church Dogmatics, 3.2: The Doctrine of Creation, Part 2, ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance, trans. H.
Knight, J. K. S. Reid, G. W. Bromiley, and R. H. Fuller [Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1960], 247. Hereafter,
CD/II1.2). Balthasar, another of our theologians, adopts much of this Barthian actualism while accommodating
it to more Aristotelian and Thomistic metaphysics.

C.f., for instance, the transcendent notion of being in Plato and the immanent view of it in Heidegger.

133 A. H. Coxon and Richard D. McKirahan, eds. The Fragments of Parmenides: A Critical Text with Introduction
and Translation. The Ancient Testimonia and a Commentary (revised and expanded edition; Las Vegas:
Parmenides, 2009), 58.

Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book VII Section 1 (paragraph 1028b), Aristotle: Metaphysics, Books I-1X, trans. Hugh
Tredennick (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1933, 1979), 310.
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56 and

anything existent.”'”> Some contemporary analytic philosophers (e.g., Trenton Merricks
Peter van Inwagen'’) see “being,” or its synonym “existence,” as univocal, i.e., there is only one
sense of “existence,” and it is indefinable because it is a fundamental feature of reality. For the
purposes of this chapter, however, fow beauty is conceived in terms of being affects little my
claim that beauty is often conceived in terms of being—in whatever way “being” is understood.
My claim is independent of any particular ontology. Rather, it is simply an observation that
beauty has commonly been conceived in ontological categories. While conceptions of being vary
significantly (indeed, often irreconcilably) in various ontologies across time, nonetheless

aestheticians perennially resort to ontological concepts and vocabulary to develop their theories

of beauty.

At least five versions of this line of thought may be identified, but in each case the
essence of beauty is conceived in ontological terms. | offer these examples simply as illustration
(without explication or analysis) of my claim that beauty is often conceived ontologically. The

five examples are as follows.

5.1.a Beauty and Presence. Beauty has been perennially conceived in metaphysical
terms such that the beautiful is ultimately understood as an instantiation of transcendent being or
ultimate reality. In such views, aesthetic experience entails a sense of presence—that there is a

sense of the givenness of the aesthetic object; that it exists beyond our subjectivity.'”® In very

'35 Btienne Gilson, Being and Some Philosophers (2nd ed., corrected and enlarged; Toronto: Pontifical Institute of
Mediaeval Studies, 1952), 2-3.

13 personal correspondence, November 2011.

137 Peter van Inwagen, “Being, Existence, and Ontological Commitment,” in Metametaphysics: New Essays on the
Foundations of Ontology, ed. David John Chalmers, David Manley, and Ryan Wasserman (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2009).

'8 See, e.g., Mikel Dufrenne, The Phenomenology of Aesthetic Experience, trans. Edward S. Casey (Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press, 1973), 72ff.



52

159

different ways, some Neoplatonic metaphysical monism, °~ the Medieval Scholastic notion of

10 and Phenomenological phainesthetics d la Martin Heidegger,'®' Mikel

transcendentals
Dufrenne,'®” Hans Georg Gadamer,'® and George Steiner,'®* assume the presence of being in the
beautiful. Hans Urs von Balthasar expresses this view when he contends that “everything in the
world that is fine and beautiful is epiphaneia, the radiance and splendour which breaks forth in
expressive form from a veiled and yet mighty depth of being.”'®® On such readings, beauty is
often an indication of metaphysical presence.

5.1.b Beauty and Semiotics. In other strands of this ontological type, beauty (or at least

some forms of it) is an indication of transcendent reality not by instantiating it, but rather by

casting a shadow, pointing to, alluding to, or evoking awareness of some reality that transcends

159 For instance, Plotinus says, “We hold that all the loveliness of this world comes by communion in Ideal-Form.”
Here the word “communion” is employed quite literally to indicate a “union with” Ideal-Form, not merely a
representation of it. Plotinus, The Enneads, trans. Stephen McKenna (Burdett, NY: Larson, 1992), Ennead I,
VI.2.

1% predications that apply to all Aristotle’s categories came to be known as “transcendentals.” When considered
ontologically, the transcendentals are the features of being, inhering in being wherever it is found. Jan Aertsen
summarizes well: “The term ‘transcendental’—medievals themselves speak of transcendens—suggests a kind
of surpassing. What is transcended are the special modes of being that Aristotle called the ‘categories’, in the
sense that the transcendentals are not restricted to one determinate category. ‘Being’ and its ‘concomitant
conditions’, such as ‘one’, ‘true’ and ‘good’, ‘go through (circumeunt) all the categories’ (to use an expression
of Thomas Aquinas). The doctrine of the transcendentals is thus concerned with those fundamental
philosophical concepts which express universal features of reality” (“The Medieval Doctrine of the
Transcendentals: The Current State of Research,” Bulletin de philosophie médiévale 33 [1991]: 130).

Here I deploy John D. Caputo’s locution. For his explanation of phainesthetics, see John D. Caputo,
Demythologizing Heidegger (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), 3ff and 66—67; or Against Ethics:
Contributions to a Poetics of Obligation with Constant Reference to Deconstruction (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1993) 184. William J. Richardson explains, “This term is Caputo’s confection from the Greek
word phainesthai (to show oneself, to appear) and characterizes one of the fundamental ways that Heidegger
experiences the meaning of Being among the Greeks, particularly in the form of physis. Thus, from the very
beginning of his way, Heidegger conceived of phenomenology as the logos of phainesthai, and the conception
of truth (aletheia) as unconcealment is but another modality of the same experience.” See Richardson,
“Heidegger’s Fall,” Filosofia Unisinos 5, no. 8 (2004): 19-48.

Dufrenne, Phenomenology of Aesthetic Experience, 335ff.

' Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd rev. ed., trans. rev. by Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall
(New York: Continuum, 1996), pt. 1.

See George Steiner, Real Presences (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), ch. 3, “Presences,” 135ff.

'S Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics, vol. 2, Clerical Styles (San Francisco:

Ignatius Press; Crossroad Publications, 1984), 11.
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the subject. This type of thought is employed in Plato’s famous “Diotima myth,” in which
Socrates presents this-worldly beauty as stirring a longing for something beyond itself.'® Plato’s
Symposium was seminal for much patristic theology in both the East (a la Origen, Gregory of
Nyssa, Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite) and the West (a la Ambrose and Augustine), and for
the medieval tradition (notably, Erigena, Suger, the Victorines, the Cistercians, and to varying
degrees most of the Scholastics before Albertus Magnus, especially Bonaventure). As a sign
pointing to a more ultimate form of Being, beauty in se is an indication not of metaphysical
presence, but of metaphysical absence. Nonetheless, the important aspect of beauty is its relation

to some existent reality.

5.1.c Beauty and Perfection. Beauty has often been framed in terms of perfection.'®’ In
such views, the beautiful is that which best approximates an ideal standard, whether that be
Pythagorean proportions, a Platonic Form, the “Golden Mean,”'®® or some general metaphysical
notion of perfection as in the Early Modern German Rationalism of Christian Wolff'® or
Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten.'”® A diachronic investigation of the notion of “perfection”
quickly reveals that conceptions of perfection have varied greatly at various times in Western
culture. However it is disparately conceived, perfection is nonetheless commonly related both to

beauty and to ultimate reality.

1 Plato, Symposium, trans. Robin Waterfield (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009).

"7 For a good historical survey of this angle on aesthetics, see Wiadystaw Tatarkiewicz, On Perfection (Warsaw:
Warsaw University Press, 1992), 9—51. See also Tatarkiewicz, “Aesthetic Perfection,” Dialectics and
Humanism: The Polish Philosophical Quarterly 7, no. 4 (Autumn 1980): 145-53.

'8 The Golden Ratio, Golden Section (Latin: sectio aurea) or Golden Mean, or Divine Section (Latin: sectio divina)
is a ratio believed to express an ideal aesthetic proportion. The ratio is (1+V5)/2, or 1 to the irrational
1.618034...

1% See Empirical Psychology by Christian Wolff in which he defines beauty as perfection. Psychologia empirica
methodo scientifica pertractata, qua ea quae de anima humana indubia experientiae fide constant,
continentur...[Empirical Psychology] Frankfurt and Leipzig: 1732.

' Such views extended through the work of Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, though the notion of perfection as the
constitutive element of beauty faded after Immanuel Kant.
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5.1.d Beauty and Transcendence. The experience of beauty is also frequently expressed
in terms of transcendence not only in the sense of “other than,” but also in the sense of “more
than,” i.e., more than can be apprehended, experienced, or processed. The profusion of the
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superabundant nature of beauty has been described in terms of excess (John Milbank), " surfeit

(Xenophon),'”* overflow (Jonathan Edwards),' > uncontainability (von Balthasar),'”* infinity

(Gregory of Nyssa' > and David Bentley Hart'’®

), and myriad other descriptions of the sheerly
overwhelming nature of beauty. The plenitude of beauty is often attributed not only to human
psychology, but also to an ontological transcendence inherent in some beauty. Such conceptions
of beauty can highlight the role of mystery and wonder in the beautiful.

5.1.e Beauty and Revelation. Finally, ontological readings of beauty commonly conceive
beauty as a truth-bearer and associate it with the acquisition of real knowledge. This is frequently
expressed in terms of illumination, enlightenment, aletheia, phainesthetics, etc. Christian
theological aesthetics of this type often conceive beauty as a conduit of revelation. Metaphors of

light, radiance, effulgence, and illumination are frequently employed for the realization of truth

in the experience of beauty (e.g., Augustine,'’’ Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite,'”® Abbot Suger

' John Milbank, “Beauty and the Soul,” in Theological Perspectives on God and Beauty, ed. John Milbank et al.
(Harrisburg, PA: Trinity International Press, 2003), 1.
Xenophon, The Symposium, ch. 8, trans. H. G. Dakyns (Project Gutenberg, 1998),
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/1181/0ld/sympm10.txt. “Ay, and in the enjoyment of external beauty a sort of
surfeit is engendered. Just as the eater’s appetite palls through repletion with regard to meats, so will the
feelings of a lover towards his idol. But the soul’s attachment, owing to its purity, knows no satiety. Yet not
therefore, as a man might fondly deem, has it less of the character of loveliness. But very clearly herein is our
prayer fulfilled, in which we beg the goddess to grant us words and deeds that bear the impress of her own true
loveliness.”
' WJE 8, 713 and passim.
174 Von Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1, 18.
'3 Hart, Beauty of the Infinite.
"7 E.g., Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of Moses (11, 231.232). Abraham Malherbe and Everett Ferguson see this as “the
fundamental doctrine for his (Gregory of Nyssa’s) spirituality.” Life of Moses, introduction, 14.

"7 Emmanuel Chapman contends regarding Augustine’s aesthetics that “from whatever direction analysis is
pursued, his doctrine of illumination is reached” (“Some Aspects of St. Augustine’s Philosophy of Beauty,” The
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 1, no. 1 (Spring 1941): 46-51.
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of St. Denis,'” Aquinas,'®® and John Paul IT'®' to mention only a few). These metaphors are
recurrent in much Eastern Orthodoxy, especially the Hesychast tradition.'®* The revelatory
nature of beauty was assumed in much High Medieval Scholasticism due to its transcendental
convertibility with truth. In some Romantic thought, beauty is understood to induce compelling
experience that yields affective knowledge; Keats famously avers that “Beauty is truth, truth
beauty.”'® In Heidegger and those in his wake, beauty as a disclosure of being becomes a
phainesthetic channel of precognitive knowledge (as in Gadamer) or spiritual truth (as in von
Balthasar).

As varied as these five conceptions of beauty are, each assumes that ontology (in some
form) is a pertinent factor in considerations of beauty. While conceptions of being vary
significantly (indeed, often incompatibly) in various ontologies across time, nonetheless
aestheticians perennially employ ontological concepts and vocabulary to develop their theories
of beauty. Ontology, then is one horizon of aesthetic reflection.

5.2 The Formal Horizon in Western Aesthetics.

The second genus of notions about beauty conceives it in formal terms. The word “form”
is a difficult one with a particularly broad semantic range. Especially in classical and medieval

aesthetics it can carry a metaphysical sense. In the High Middle Ages the influence of Aristotle’s

178 Augustine’s doctrine of illumination is well known. See e.g., the Confessions, 4.15.25.

' pseudo-Dionysius: The Divine Names and Mystical Theology, trans. J. Jones (Milwaukee: Marquette University
Press, 1980), ch. 4; and The Celestial Hierarchy, chs. 3 and 13 in Pseudo-Dionysius: The Complete Works,
trans. C. Luibheid and P. Rorem (London: Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge, 1987).

'80F g, Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province, rev. ed. 3 vols.

(New York: Benziger, 1948; reprint, 5 vols. Westminster: Christian Classics, 1981), 1a 84.5¢.
John Paul IT asserts in Veritatis Splendor that “The light of God’s face shines in all its beauty on the countenance
of Jesus Christ ... ‘full of grace and truth’” (Jn 1:14).

Fundamental to this tradition is the seeking of the “light of Mount Tabor,” i.e., the light of Christ manifested at

the Transfiguration.

'8 John Keats, “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” The Oxford Book of English Verse: 1250—1900, ed. Arthur Quiller-Couch,
1919.
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metaphysics gradually supplanted that of Plato’s metaphysical dualism. Accordingly,
Aristotelian notions of form, especially that of formal causality, grew to ascendancy and came to

184

ground theories of beauty that located the cause of an object’s beauty in its form. " Even now

99185 59186 -

or “significant form” ™ in

99 C6y

“form” can refer to a thing’s “essence,” “internal identity,
contradistinction to its mere outward appearance. Volume 1 of von Balthasar’s theological
aesthetics, for instance, is entitled Seeing the Form."" In that work, “Gestalr” ultimately refers to
the incarnate Christ. My use of the term “form” does not preclude some metaphysical
connotations—indeed, it extends to the beauty of the Trinity. However, this is not the primary
sense in which I use the term in this dissertation; My usage of form does not necessarily entail
metaphysical conceptions.

By “formal” conceptions of beauty, | mean those aesthetic theories that center in “form,”
or the structural composition of the beautiful. Aesthetic concepts such as shape, structure,
balance, harmony, and arrangement come to the fore in this type of aesthetic theory. While my
usage of form is not synonymic with formalist theories of art, some aspects of such theories do

serve to highlight my conception of form. '*® In 1890, the French artist and theorist Maurice

'8 Plato’s conception of form and the Forms (id0¢ eidos) is subject to various interpretations, but we may safely

say that, for him, the Forms are the immaterial, immutable, and more real than the material and changing copies

g 9

of them that we normally have access to in this world. For Aristotle, however, whatever exists “x,” exists qua

“x” precisely due to its form, which inheres inseparably in its material instantiation. The form of a thing is its
essential properties that distinguish it as a particular species. While Plato maintained that the form of a thing
exists in a realm that transcends materiality, Aristotle conceived the form of a thing as inseparable from
physical, or this worldly, existence. So-called Thomistic homomorphism develops from this Aristotelian
conception of form.

'3 “Internal identity” is Clement Greenberg’s term. He asserts that form evinces the “internal identity,” the objet
d’art, better than its representational aspects of a work that presumably are “external” (“Towards a Newer
Laocoon,” Partisan Review 7 [1940]).

186 Clive Bell’s term. See Art (1914; London: Chatto and Windus, 1928), 50 inter alia.

'8 Balthasar, Glory of the Lord, 1.

'8 Formalism refers to an aesthetic and critical theory of art that prioritizes form over content. While there are pre-
modern adumbrations, formalism finds its ideological expressing in modernity. Some famous formalists include
Clive Bell and Roger Fry of the Bloomsbury Group and the influential American art critic Clement Greenberg.
My use of form diverges from formalist theories of art in numerous of ways. My focus is on beauty generally,
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Denis famously reminded us “that a picture—before it is a picture of a battle horse, a nude
woman, or some anecdote—is essentially a plane surface covered in colors assembled in a
certain order.”"™ My usage of the term “form” shares features with Formalist conceptions only
insofar as I mean the composition and interrelation of the elements in question.'*® In the visual
arts, in this sense, form concerns the design or composition and interrelation (e.g., balance,
contrast, tension, dominance, harmony, movement, proportion, proximity, rhythm, similarity,
unity, variety, etc.) of particular elements (e.g., color, line, dimensions, mass, medium, scale,
shape, space, texture, value, etc.).

Three aspects of form, in this sense, are important for our consideration, namely,
perceptibility, objectivity, and relationality. First, form concerns that which is perceptible. This
does not mean the beautiful object is necessarily material; the immaterial can be perceptible
(e.g., negative space in sculpture,'’’ harmonious music, elegant mathematical solutions, beautiful
moral acts, etc.). Beautiful things are detectable, discernible, or ostensive, even if not material.
Such things may be described in formal terms. The perceptible quality of form, as I use it here,
distinguishes it from Platonic conceptions of form in which beauty cannot be perceived with
common human senses or faculties. In my usage, the formal qualities of beauty are perceptible in

the beautiful object, not in a transcendent realm—elevated reason or spiritual sensitivity is not

not on particular theories of art. Furthermore, at this point, my interest in form is primarily as a descriptive
category, while formalist theories frequently establish criteria for interpretive and evaluative aesthetic
judgments about art.

189 Maurice Denis, “Definition of Neo-Traditionism,” cited in Charles Harrison, Paul J. Wood, and Jason Gaiger, Art
in Theory: 1815-1900: An Anthology of Changing Ideas (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 1998), 685. Denis’ article
appeared originally as “Définition du Néo-traditionnisme” under the pseudonym Pierre-Louis in Art et Critique,
23 and 30 August 1890. It was reprinted in Denis, Théories 1890—-1910: Du Symbolisme et de Gauguin vers un
nouvel ordre classique (Paris: Bibliothéque de 1’Occident, 1912).

"0 My usage of the term does not embrace other aspects of Formalist aesthetics, which are often too a-contextual,

antinarrative, a-historical, and generally strike me as too ideological.

Henry Moore once observed the power of voids within sculpture: “A hole can have as much shape-meaning as a

solid mass.” See Vera Russell and John Russell, “Moore Explains His ‘Universal Shapes,”” New York Times
Magazine (November 11, 1962), 60-82.
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necessarily required. The formal aspects of beauty focus on its this-worldly instantiation,
attending to blood and guts embodiment. In theological aesthetics, I will assert (in the concluding
chapter of this work), formal beauty mirrors the Incarnation—both pertain to that “which we
have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we looked upon and have touched with our
hands.”'* Related to this orientation toward perceptibility, my conception of form emphasizes
objective features of the beautiful. While beauty is often held to be in the eye of the beholder,
formal features (e.g., design, composition, etc.) can be objectively observed and discussed.

While the term “form” is multivalent and my usage of it can draw on various senses of
the term, the primary significance of “form,” as I am using it, lies in the relation of entities to
each other, to their purpose, and to their context.'”® Form entails relationship; it denotes how one
thing relates to another. Shape relates to negative space; balance concerns the relation of one
aspect to another; composition entails the relation of the parts to each other. So then we must
disambiguate my primary usage of the term “form” in this chapter from other usages in
aesthetics. By form I mean the perceptible, objective structural composition or relations of the
elements in the beautiful object.

5.3 The Affective Horizon in Western Aesthetics.

While formal theories tend to focus on objective aspects of the beautiful, affective views
of beauty highlight the subjective experience of beauty. A third category of theories of beauty
focuses on the affective effect of the experience of the beautiful. The phenomenology of beauty
can be variously described in terms of attraction, invitation, pull, fascination, longing, freedom,

release, delight, exultation, worship, a loss of a sense of time, an approximation of wholeness,

121 John 1:1, The Holy Bible: Containing the Old and the New Testaments with the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical

Books, New Revised Standard ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990). Hereafter, NRSV.
'3 Here I manifestly part ways with most Formalism, which tends to excise from context “external” factors and
meaning apart from form.
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surprise, fear, a bittersweet melancholy, “homelessness,” realization, illumination, a need to
share the experience and affirmation, or a deep sense of something that is “right”—an emphatic
“Yes!”

The concept of affect itself is the subject of interesting historical research, but that is
beyond the scope of this work."”* While in psychology the term is sometimes restricted to
observable evidence of an emotional state,'*” I will use “affect” more broadly in a generally
psychological (but nontechnical) sense to communicate the conscious, subjective aspect of an
experienced emotion, preference, sentiment, attitude, or disposition. The word usually indicates a
change in one’s emotional state in response to some stimulus. While the appellation is often
distinguished from cognitive and conative aspects of experience, neither Edwards nor I envision
these as mutually exclusive aspects of experience. Furthermore, when I expound Edwards’
conception of the affections, I will show that he resists the reduction of affections to the

. . . 1
emotions, passions, or feelings.'*®

Reflection on the nature of beauty in Western thought has almost always included
attention to the affective aspect of the experience of beauty. Four examples from critical
moments in aesthetic history will serve to establish this point. Although conceived differently
indeed, the effect of beauty is framed affectively in Classical aesthetics and in those of

Augustine, Aquinas, and Kant.

"4 Such research has moved beyond psychology. The emotions are now the subject of philosophical inquiry, e.g.,

that of the late Robert C. Solomon and the International Society for Research on Emotions, and cross-
disciplinary study as at the Australian Research Council (ARC) Centre of Excellence for the History of
Emotions (Europe 1100—1800), established in 2011 at the University of Western Australia.

'3 In this sense, for instance, the American Psychological Association characterizes affect as “a facial, vocal, or
gestural behavior” (4PA Dictionary of Psychology, ed. Gary R. VandenBos [Washington, DC: American
Psychological Association, 2006], 26).

1% Edwards’ view is closer to the etymology of “affect,” which comes from the Latin affectus (the past participle of
afficere) meaning disposition, affection, or desire.
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5.3.a Classical Affective Aesthetics. Beauty is linked to delight and pleasure in most
Hellenistic thinking. In Platonic schema, the good, the true, and the beautiful all have a pleasant
effect on the properly ordered soul. Likewise, Aristotle defines beauty as “that which, being
good, is also pleasant.”"®’ Some Sophists describe the beautiful as that which is “pleasant to
sight or hearing.”'”® In addition to delight, desire is central to the affective role of beauty in much

pre-modern Western thought.

In the Diotima section of Plato’s Symposium, Eros, the offspring of Poverty and Plenty,
is cast as simultaneously yielding an experience of delightful filling and deep hunger in the
presence of beauty. With the advent of Neoplatonism, the affective nature of beauty becomes
increasingly important. Plotinus’ use of terms like “Dionysian exultation” and “pangs of desire”
illustrates the intensification of the affective focus in Neoplatonism. Observe the many
(italicized) references to affect in the following citation from Plotinus’ Sixth Ennead:

And one that shall know this vision [of the beautiful] — with what passion of love
shall he not be seized, with pang of desire, what longing to be molten into one
with This, what wondering delight! If he that has never seen this Being must
hunger for it with all his welfare, he that has known must love and reverence It
as the very Beauty; he will be flooded with awe and gladness, stricken by a
salutary terror; he loves with a veritable love, with sharp desire; all other loves

than this he must despise, and disdain all that once seemed fair.'””

Affective language is employed in discussing the beautiful throughout this

99 ¢c 99 ¢c

Ennead (e.g., “attracts,” “calls,” “allures,” “desire,” “longing,” “hunger”).
Clearly, the two principal emotions noted by Plotinus are delight and desire. This

“eros” tradition of beauty passed directly into much medieval theology.

7 Aristotle, On Rhetoric: A Theory of Civic Discourse, 2nd ed., trans. George A. Kennedy (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2006), 31, 1.9 1366a. Emphasis added.

"8 Ibid., 122. Emphasis added.

199 Plotinus, Enneads, Ennead I, VI.5.
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5.3.b Augustine’s Affective Aesthetics. Augustine is the theologian of love.” Not
surprisingly, therefore, affective love is fundamental to Augustine’s aesthetics.””' For Augustine,
beauty and love are inseparable: The beautiful elicits love, and love’s object is always beauty.

?,’202

“Do we love anything,” he asks rhetorically, “save what is beautiful Furthermore,

Augustinian love of beauty is erotic; it entails experiences of pleasure and desire.

The object of pleasure is beauty. “Only beauty pleases,””” Augustine asserts. He frames
the experience of both material and spiritual beauty in terms of delight. He sees great beauty in
creation,”* and entreats us to “rejoice at the sight,” and to take delight in “beautiful things.”**
While earthly beauties yield pleasure, they simultaneously point to a source of even greater

delight. For Augustine visible, created beauty is good in itself, but it also serves a semiotic

purpose. “We are in some measure educated through visible things toward apprehension of the

2% [ ove is a capacious notion in Augustine’s thought. As John Burnaby, Gerald Bonner, and others have
demonstrated, Augustine’s approach is at odds with attempts by some twentieth-century thinkers to define
precisely conceptions of love such as of agape, eros, etc. (See John Burnaby, Amor Dei: A Study of the Religion
of St. Augustine. The Hulsean Lectures for 1938 [Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2007], vi. See also Gerald
Bonner, Freedom and Necessity: St. Augustine’s Teaching on Divine Power and Human Freedom [Washington,
DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2007], 28—-29.) Indeed, in his own day, he argued against consistent,
clear-cut distinctions between amor, caritas, and dilectio. Even though, after Ovid, the Latin use of amor had
acquired a salacious connotation, Augustine illustrates that all three terms are used both of noble and ignoble
objects in Latin literature.

Carol Harrison concurs, showing that the concept of beauty is integral to his theological vision. See Beauty and
Revelation in the Thought of Saint Augustine (Oxford: Oxford University Press/Clarendon Press, 1992), 253—
57.

Augustine, Confessions, 105. See also De Musica 6.38 in Augustine. Aurelius Augustinus: De musica liber VI,
trans. Martin Jacobsson. Studia Latina Stockholmiensia, 147. (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 2002). Von
Balthasar notes, “That we love only what is beautiful was self-evident in the ancient world” (Glory of the Lord:
A Theological Aesthetics, vol. 2, 130).

293 Augustine, On Order (De Ordine), trans. Silvano Borruso (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s Press, 2006), I, XV.

24 B g Enchiridion 10-11, in The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century, vol. 8, On
Christian Belief, trans. Edmund Hill, ed. Boniface Ramsey (New York: New City Press, 2005).

De libero arbitrio 111.9.24-27, in Augustine: On the Free Choice of the Will, On Grace and Free Choice, and Other
Writings, trans. Peter King (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010); “De civ. Dei,” X1.23 and XVL.S8, in
Augustine: The City of God against the Pagans, trans. R. W. Dyson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1998).

295 Augustine, “Enarrationes in Psalmos,” 32:25, in The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21*
Century, Part 11, Volume 15, Expositions of the Psalms (1-32), trans. Maria Boulding, ed. John E. Rotelle
(New York: New City Press, 2000).
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invisible,” he instructs.”’® “Let your mind roam round the whole creation:” he urges, “from all
sides creation will cry to you, ‘God made me.” Whatever delights you in art points you to the
artist.”*"” The beauty of creation points to the beauty of the Creator.””® Correspondingly,
Augustine insists, “It is proper to God to delight you by his beauty.”**” Human delight is to
center in the Divine beauty, which, in turn, orders one’s delight in all other beauties.”"
Augustine conceives the affective nature of beauty not only in terms of delight, but also
in terms of desire; he teaches that we are delighted by what we love and, correspondingly, we
take delight in what we desire. He routinely uses words like longing®'' and thirst*'> when
referring to beauty, which he conceives as that which allures and attracts the soul.”'* He asks,

“And, what 1s beautiful then? Indeed, what is beauty? What is it that entices and attracts us in the

26 «“Enarrationes in Psalmos,” 44:6in The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21°" Century: Part 111
Volume 16, Expositions of the Psalms (33-50) translated by Maria, Boulding O.S.B., edited by John E. Rotelle,
0.S.A., (New York: New City Press, 2000).

27 Augustine, “Enarrationes in Psalmos,” 26:12. He continues, “and all the more so if you go round the whole
created order: gazing on it fills you with longing to praise its maker. You see the heavens: they are the mighty
works of God. You see the earth: God made the numbers of different seeds, the different species of plants, the
great multitude of animals. Keep going round the heavens, right around back to the earth, leaving nothing out.
Everything everywhere shouts back to you the name of the Creator, and the varied beauties of created things are
a chorus of praise to him.”

298 Augustine’s fi-ui/uti distinction applies in his aesthetics. Earthly, material beauties are delightful. We are to use
them. However, greater pleasures yet abound. Augustine says, “Beauty, which is indeed God’s handiwork, but
only a temporal, carnal, and lower kind of good, is not fitly loved in preference to God, the eternal, spiritual,
and unchangeable good” (“De Civ. Dei,” xv. 22). In Confessions XI1.4.6, Augustine says, regarding created
beauties, “So, it was you, Lord, who made them: you who are beautiful, for they are beautiful; you who are
good, for they are good; you who exist, for they exist too. Yet they are not beautiful, they are not good, they do
not exist, in the same way as you, their Creator.” The same point is made in De Vera Religione, 52 (Augustine,
Of True Religion, trans. H.S. Burleigh [Washington, DC: Regency, 1990]).

9 Augustine, “Enarrationes in Psalmos,” 44:9.

219 Augustine explains that the problem is not the material nature of lower beauties: “When the miser prefers his
gold to justice, it is through no fault of the gold, but of the man; and so with every created thing. For though it
be good, it may be loved with an evil as well as with a good love: it is loved rightly when it is loved ordinately;
evilly, when inordinately. So that it seems to me that it is a brief but true definition of virtue to say, it is the
order of love.” In De Musica, Augustine speaks of an “order of love (ordo amoris) and delight,” noting that,
“Delight is a kind of weight of the soul. Therefore delight orders the soul.”

219 For him, a well-ordered reality produces delight in a well-ordered soul.

?''E g, in “Enarrationes in Psalmos,” 26:12 (exposition 2).

E.g., in “Enarrationes in Psalmos,” 41:7.

13 While the soul-stretching longing (distensio) of love can indeed entail hunger pangs, nonetheless, caritas is
pleasant even when it produces a bittersweet homesickness. As this desire is properly ordered and rightly sated,
it transmutes into delight.
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things we love? Surely if beauty and loveliness of form were not present, they could not possibly
appeal to us.”*'* Beauty is not passive or inert. It allures. It calls like a Siren. In Augustine’s

words, beauty “appeals to the eye of the heart;anS

it “catches the eye and sets its lovers on
fire.”*'® In Augustine’s anthropology, all human actions are motivated by desirous love of the
beautiful?'” and in his adaptation of the aesthetics of eros, God in Christ becomes the ultimate
object of desire. He addresses Christ as “Beauty” and says, “I pant for you; I tasted you, and |
hunger and thirst; you touched me, and I burned for your peace.”'® Elsewhere Augustine
addresses God as “love” (caritas) and uses the same erotic language: “O love, who are ever
aflame and are never extinguished, O Charity, my God, set me aflame!”*'” He says of divine
beauty, “You called, shouted, broke through my deafness; you flared, blazed, banished my
blindness; you lavished your fragrance.”*** Ultimately, this love is a desire to see God—the visio

. 221
Dei, “then face to face.”

Augustine’s views about the affective nature of beauty were to shape
much of the aesthetics of Christendom for almost a millennium.*** In Aquinas we find both

continuity and change to the Augustinian affective conception of beauty.

1% Augustine, Confessions, 105. Italics added. Note the similarity to Plotinus’ question, “What is it that attracts the

eyes of those to whom a beautiful object is presented, and calls them, lures them towards it?” (Plotinus, Ennead
I, VL.1).

215 «“Enarrationes in Psalmos,” 32:6 (exposition 2).

*10 Tbid.

217 Augustine accounts for human actions in terms of the soul’s intentional stance as it apprehends an intuition of the
beautiful. Interested love is what animates all human activity. All conscious activity of the soul (animus and
mens) is toward some desired aim or away from some unappealing threat. According to Augustine, the person
(soul) cannot choose an action without the will, which is precisely the locus of directed and interested love,
which is a movement of the whole soul, entailing the cognitive, the volitional, and the affective.

218 Augustine, Confessions, X.27.38.

> 1bid., X.29.

20 1bid., X.27.38.

2211 Corinthians 13:9 ff., NRSV. For Augustine (in whom visual metaphors for the apprehension of the Divine
abound) this vision of divine beauty is not simply spectating. In this “seeing” the innate longings of the human
soul are satisfied and transformed. (See City of God, XXII.) As the soul sees God, it becomes like God—indeed,
through the visio dei the soul comes to participate in the divine life. Beauty then, for Augustine, draws us
(finally) into eternal blessedness. The mature Augustine’s aesthetics are deeply eschatological.

22 On this see Chapter Four (Beauty: History of the Concept) of Tatarkiewicz, History of Six Ideas.
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5.3.c Aquinas’ Affective Aesthetics. Pleasure is central to Aquinas’ conception of
beauty.”” He discusses the experience of beauty in terms of delectatio and, in the Summa
Theologica, proffers a definition of beauty that locates its essence in the capacity to give
pleasure. This definition is advanced in two essentially similar versions: 1) as id qua visum

placet (“that which pleases when seen”),”*

and 2) as those things that cuius ipsa apprehensio
placet (“the very perception of which gives pleasure”).”* Both of Aquinas’ formulations of his
definition of beauty center in “sight.” Here we observe some resonance with Augustinian
aesthetics. However, the concept of sight does not carry precisely the same Augustinian
emphasis on the soul or heart. Thomas’ definition communicates (among other things) that
beauty involves contemplation of the intelligible. In Aquinas’ day, as in our own to a lesser
extent, “seeing” (visio) and “perception” (apprehensio) were not restricted to sensation. “Sight”
and “perception” are to be understood in Aquinas’ aesthetics as tropes for intellectual
cognition.”*® Aquinas says, “Beauty ... is the object of cognitive power, for we call beautiful
things which give pleasure when they are seen.”**’ For Thomas, the affective experience of

beauty centers in contemplative pleasure when the beautiful is “gotten,” or apprehended—the “I

see” moment.

23 Aquinas draws on both the Neoplatonic tradition (particularly Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite’s account of
beauty in De Divinis Nominibus) and Aristotle (again, who had included the notion of pleasure in his definition
of beauty as “that which is both good and also pleasant because good” (On Rhetoric, 31, 1.9 1366a).

Aquinas, Summa Theologica,1q.5a4 ad 1.

2Ibid., I-a Il-ae, q. 27 a 1 ad 3. Similar understandings may be found in Albert and others, but Thomas is the most
systematic. William of Auvergne, who like Aquinas also taught at Paris, says, “We call a thing visually
beautiful when of its own accord it gives pleasure to the spectators and delight to the vision” (De Bono et Malo,
ed. J. Reginald O’Donnell, “Tractatus Magistri Guilielmi Alvernensis de bono et malo,” Mediaeval Studies 8
[1946]: 245-99; 16 [1954]: 219-71).

26 Aquinas says, “The name seeing indicates that it is used first and foremost to denote the activity of the sense of
sight; but because of the dignity and certainty of this sense, the name is extended, in accordance with linguistic
custom, to all cognition by the other senses, and ultimately, even to cognition by the mind” (Summa Theologica,
Iq.67a.4c).

7 Ibid., 1q. 5a4 ad 1.

224
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Aquinas appears to part ways with Platonic legacy regarding conceptions of beauty in
which beauty is seen to pique, stir, or engender desire, and is the object of properly ordered love.
At first, he seems to divorce beauty from desire. “Good is the object of desire,” says Aquinas,
“Beauty, on the other hand, is the object of cognitive power.”*** Thomas assigns the affective
aspect of beauty to the intellect and the erotic desire for the good to the appetitive faculty. The
beautiful, as such, appeals to the intellect and not to the will. We take pleasure in beauty, but
desire the good. Wiladystaw Tatarkiewicz summarizes: “For St. Thomas ... the beautiful is the
object of contemplation, and not of desire, while the good is the object of desire, and not

contemplation.”*%’

Thomas appears, relatedly, to subordinate beauty to the transcendentals. In De veritate,
the good is named among the six transcendentals, but beauty is not listed.>** The good, as a
transcendental feature of being, is the object of desire, while beauty functions as that which
makes the good perceptible to us. So it would seem that Thomas does not have a place for desire
in his conception of beauty.

However, Umberto Eco and some neo-Thomist thinkers like Etienne Gilson argue that,
while Thomas does not include beauty as a transcendental per se, he nonetheless gives beauty a

231

status tantamount to the transcendentals.””" John Milbank and Catherine Pickstock refer to

2 Tbid.

22 Wiadystaw Tatarkiewicz, History of Aesthetics: Vol. II: Medieval Aesthetics ed. C. Barrett. (Paris: Mouton,
1970), 248.

2% He lists unum, res, ens, aliquid, bonum, and verum. Much emphasis in the high middle ages is placed on
goodness as a transcendental feature of being in order to battle the Cathar’s reappropriation of Manichean
dualism, in which some of that which exists is evil. See Umberto Eco, The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas, trans.
Hugh Bredin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 21.

21 See Eco, Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas, chapter 2.
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232

beauty in Aquinas as a “further transcendental” that mediates the transcendentals.””” And Jacques

Maritain says of beauty, “It is in fact, the splendor of all the transcendentals together.”**

Aquinas does, indeed, see an essential sameness in beauty and goodness. He says,
“Beauty and goodness in a thing are identical fundamentally; for they are based upon the same
thing, namely, the form; and consequently goodness is praised as beauty.”*** The difference, he
teaches, is a conceptual, or logical one, having to do with our modus cognoscendi, not an
ontological difference. Thomas sees beauty as always inhering in goodness, and assumes
transcendental convertibility between beauty and goodness. He frequently mentions both
together, presenting them as “coinhering.” A thing is not beautiful because we love it,” Aquinas
tells us, “but is loved by us because it is beautiful and good.””** Elsewhere he says, all “turns
toward the beautiful and the good.””*° For Aquinas, beauty is that which makes the good
intelligible gua good. Thomas says, “beauty complements good by subordinating it to the
cognitive powers.”’ As Milbank and Pickstock say, “beauty shows goodness through itself.”***
It would seem that beauty is conceived as a daemon (d la the Symposium)*° that connects human
eros with the eternal good of Being. Beauty, then, in Thomism, is necessarily associated with

desire.

2 John Milbank and Catherine Pickstock, Truth in Aquinas (London: Routledge, 2001), 6.

3 Jacques Maritain, Art and Scholasticism, trans. J. F. Scanlan (London: Sheed and Ward, 1932), 134.

24 Aquinas, Summa Theologica,1q. 5 a 5.

3 Thomas Aquinas, In Librum Beati Dionysii De Divinis Nominibus expositio, ed. C. Pera (Turin: Marietti, 1950),
ch. IV, lect. 10. Here he may be following Aristotle for whom the beautiful is good: In the Rhetoric, he defines
beauty as “that which is both good and also pleasant because good” (Aristotle, On Rhetoric, 31, 1.9 1366a).

236 Aquinas, In Librum Beati Dionysii, Ch. IV, 1. viii, 382. Aquinas is commenting on Pseudo-Dionysius the
Areopagite’s claim that beauty is “the goal of all things and the object of their yearning (since the desire of the
beautiful brings all into being).” (See Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, De Divinis Nominibus, Ch. IV, no. 7, in
Pseudo Dionysius: The Complete Works, trans. Paul Rorem (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1987).

27 Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 1-a 1l-ae, q. 27 a 1 ad 3.

238 Milbank and Pickstock, Truth in Aquinas, 7.

2% In the famous “Diotima myth” of the Symposium, Socrates puts forth the idea that beauty is a passage and
connector to transcendent reality. The beautiful is a daemon between this world and the Good. Plato,
Symposium, 210.
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Whereas the Platonic-Augustinian view emphasized the piquing of desire by beauty,
Thomas’ model stresses the slaking of desire in the experience of the beautiful. In Aristotelian
terms, it must be recalled, pleasure is the satisfaction of desire, or coming to rest of the appetite.
Referring to pleasure, Aquinas follows Aristotle saying, “It pertains to the notion of the beautiful
that in seeing or knowing it the appetite comes to rest.”**’ Pleasure is conceived as the
satisfaction of desire. Elsewhere, Thomas asserts, “The cause of pleasure is love.”**! Here he
echoes the Platonic tradition (which links love to longing for that which one does not have,
rather than in the satisfaction of that longing). However, he reformulates the notion by saying,

99242

“for everyone delights in the possession of what he loves.””™ Again, pleasure is conceived as

satisfaction, fulfillment, or gratification. Thomas says clearly, “It is part of the essence of beauty
that the seeing, or cognition, of it satisfies a desire.”***

There is an evident shift in Aquinas regarding the affective locus of beauty. Pleasure,
rather than desire, becomes the focus. Nonetheless, the old eros model is simply rearranged to

accommodate Thomistic systematic theology. Desire and delight remain central to reflections on
the experience of the beautiful.

In the preceding section I have shown that prominent pre-modern affective views of
beauty often center in eros. I reviewed pre-modern erotic aesthetics in which desire and delight
emerge as central affective loci of beauty. I showed this manifestly to be the case in Augustine
and even to be true for Aquinas, who at first glance seems to anticipate Kant’s relocation of the

affective of beauty to pleasure.

240 Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I-11, 1 ad 3.

! Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, 2 vols., trans. C. L. Litzinger (Chicago: Regnery,
1964); repr. with revisions as Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (Notre Dame, IN: Dumb Ox
Books, 1993), I11. 19.6.

2 Ibid.

24 Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 1-a 1l-ae, q. 27 a 1 ad 3.
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5.3.d Kant’s Affective Aesthetics. Immanuel Kant gathers and reshapes many of the
nascent ideas of German Rationalist and British Moralist thought in a way that profoundly
altered affective aesthetics conceptions. First, in a significant departure from the aesthetics of
eros, Kant grounds the judgments of beauty in a disinterested pleasure that is free from all

desire. Kant says that the notion of disinterest “is of prime importance.”***

Nonetheless, precisely
what he means by it has generated many interpretations. Clearly, Kant conceives disinterest
privatively, as that which is “devoid of all interest.”**> However, Robert Clewis’ research has

246 and therefore five distinct

revealed five distinct senses in which Kant uses the term “interest,
senses of disinterest.”*’ I will focus on aesthetic disinterest, and more specifically on disinterest
as it pertains to beauty, not the sublime. Furthermore, I will restrict my inquiry to the concept of
desire in Kant’s notion of disinterest.

“Interest,” Kant defines, “is what we call the liking we connect with the presentation of
an object’s existence. Hence such a liking always refers at once to our power of desire.”*** From

this, we can deduce the following about interest (/nteresse):

1) Interest is a species of pleasure, satisfaction or “liking.” (Wohlgefallen)

2) This pleasure requires the object’s existence (Existenz), i.e., the pleasure that one has in the

perception of an existent thing, not in a mere “appearance” of it.>*

2% Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, trans. Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company,

1987), § 2, 205.

> Ibid., 204.

4 They are 1) pleasure in the object’s existence; (2) rational or sensory desire, the satisfaction of which is pleasant;
(3) self-interest: direct promotion of one’s preservation, welfare, or happiness; (4) that by which reason
becomes practical or determines the will: the attempt to achieve a moral or prudential end; and (5) active
interaction or engagement with an object. Robert Clewis, The Kantian Sublime and the Revelation of Freedom
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 146—47.

47 They are 1) not taking pleasure in the object’s existence; 2) not having a rational or sensory desire; 3) not directly
promoting one’s preservation, welfare, or happiness; 4) not attempting to achieve a moral or prudential end; and
5) not being partial. Ibid., 149.

248 Kant, Critique of Judgment, § 2, 204.

24 Existence, we read later, is necessary for pleasure in the agreeable, which is rooted in the “interest in the senses”
and for pleasure in the good, which is grounded in the “interest of reason.” For an interpretation and defense of
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3) It is connected always, immediately and integrally to the faculty or capacity of desire

(Begehrungsvermogen).”
The significance of this definition is in the third aspect®>'—that, as Nick Zangwill summarizes,

99252

“interest” is “a pleasure that has some kind of necessary connection with a desire.””” Interest for

Kant, is a desirous pleasure; it is erotic.

In the First Moment, Kant establishes the beautiful as the object of disinterested
(uninteressiert) liking, thereby circumscribing beauty from the realm of desire (Begehr).
Concluding that moment, he says, “Taste is the ability to judge an object, or a way of presenting
it, by means of a liking or disliking devoid of all interest. The object of such a liking is called
beautiful ”*>* So then, the beautiful is the object of a disinterested pleasure; all desire is excluded.

Part of Kant’s rationale for such a claim (the part drawing on his British sources) is fairly
straightforward. If one enjoys a particular work of art because it is a sound financial investment,
or because she may impress her friends as a cultured person, or because the artist was a dear
friend, then such interest will cloud objective judgment through bias. That is, if such is the case,
one’s pleasure in the work does not stem from taste (Geschmack) alone; indeed a pure judgment

of taste will be precluded.”** “Everyone has to admit,” asserts Kant,

this contested idea of Kant’s, see Nick Zangwill, “Kant on Pleasure in the Agreeable,” The Journal of Aesthetics
and Art Criticism 53:2 (Spring 1995): 167-76.

230 Zangwill observes that in eighteenth-century German (more than in contemporary German), “Interesse” indicates
a kind of pleasure that is not connected with desire (“Aesthetic Judgment,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy [Summer 2013 Edition], ed. Edward N. Zalta, forthcoming.
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2013/entries/aesthetic-judgment/.

The first aspect, that interest is a type of Wohlgefallen, is not a new insight. The second aspect is required by how
Kant conceives the third.

Zangwill, “Kant on Pleasure in the Agreeable,” 167.

233 Kant, Critique of Judgment, 211.

2% At this point, for most twentieth-century thinkers, objections to the very existence of a faculty of taste emerge.
Many eighteenth-century thinkers assumed its existence. Surely it is at least a logical possibility that “taste” is
socially constructed, and therefore as “biased” as any other interest. If this is the case, Kant’s theory suffers a
crippling blow. For one thing, if taste does not exist objectively, then his arguments against both interest and
universality suffer.

251

252
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that if a judgment about beauty is mingled with the least bit of interest then it is very
partial and not a pure judgment of taste. In order to play the judge in matters of taste, we
must not be in the least biased in favor of the thing’s existence but must be wholly

indifferent about it.>>

Kant goes well beyond battling bias here. He opposes judgments of beauty not only to prejudice,
but to desire, and to concern for the existence of the object. This leads him to distinguish the
realm of beauty from that of the agreeable (i.e., that which is sensually pleasing, e.g., the
pleasure taken in warmth on a cold day, or food when we are hungry), and from that of the good
(that which is pleasing morally and is discerned through reason). “Both the agreeable and the
good refer to our power of desire...,” he says,

A judgment of taste, on the other hand, is merely contemplative, i.e., it is a
judgment that is indifferent to the existence of the object: it [considers] the
character of the object only by holding it up to our feeling of pleasure and

. 256
displeasure.

In other words, the discernment of the beautiful stems not from a desire to possess or
consume (in which existence is necessary), but merely to behold (in which only the image is
necessary). Oftentimes, Kant observes, we take greater aesthetic pleasure in, say, the reflection in
a river of a building than in the building itself. Unlike the case of desire, the object is irrelevant
to aesthetic pleasure, which is concerned with a subjective image.

At this point it would seem that Kant has begun with a common-sense observation and

then extended it to an ideological extreme.”’ He insists that pleasure in the beautiful must be

23 Kant, Critique of Judgment, § 2, 205.

236 K ant, Critique of Judgment, § 5, 209.

27 presumably, one might check one’s bias in ways that do not require one to be "indifferent" about the object in
question. And it seems counterintuitive to say that the subjective image is all that matters. Should we destroy
the original, if a good image can be made? Would we not care if the people we love and find beautiful did not
actually exist? Kant’s doctrine that beauty engenders no interest or desire leads thinkers such as Paul Guyer to
pronounce the theory "absurd." [Paul Guyer, “Disinterestedness and Desire in Kant’s Aesthetics,” Journal of
Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Vol. 36 (Summer 1978), 450.]
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“devoid of all interest;”*”" such judgments of taste cannot entail “the least bit of interest.”*’ Kant

entirely proscribes desire from the contemplation of beauty.

Second, having excluded desire, Kant restricts the affective aspect of aesthetic experience
to pleasure.”® In this, he is in keeping with both major philosophical strains of influence on his
thought: Continental Rationalism and British Empiricism. While the attitude toward reason is
different in each of these intellectual orientations, both conceive assessments of the beautiful in
terms not of reason, but of pleasure (as opposed to pain). Leibnitz’ disciple Alexander Gottlieb
Baumgarten, who coined the term “aesthetic,” presents it as appealing to the affective faculty of
human psychology (in contradistinction to reason).”*' In so doing he formulates his conception of
affect solely in terms of pleasure and pain,®* locating aesthetic experience in the realm of
pleasure. From different motivation, many of the eighteenth-century British thinkers held the

same criteria for establishing judgments of faste—that of producing pleasure and pain.

As in both of these influences, Kant situates his discussion in the Third Critique (from the
very first paragraph) in terms of pleasure. Following the Rationalists at this point he says:

If we wish to decide whether something is beautiful or not, we do not use
understanding to refer the presentation to the object so as to give rise to
cognition; rather, we use imagination (perhaps in connection with understanding)
to refer the presentation fo the subject and his feeling of pleasure or

. 263
displeasure.

238 Kant, Critique of Judgment, § 2, 205.

> 1bid., 211.

20 Disinterest, of course, does not imply indifference. Affective experiences of the beautiful are pleasurable—
presumably, significantly so.

For Baumgarten, aesthetic images are clear but confused, that is, they are immediately present but do not attain to
the Cartesian/Leibnitzian goal of being clear and distinct ideas, i.e., ideas of reason.

Baumgarten, Meditationes Philosophicae, § 25.

263 Kant, Critique of Judgment, § 1, 204.
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For Kant, in all judgments of taste (of which the recognition of beauty is a particular
case), we consider “the character of the object only by holding it up to our feeling of pleasure

. 264
and displeasure.””

While pleasure, says Kant (nor any feeling, for that matter) cannot be defined,”® it is
clear that his conception of pleasure differs from many others, e.g., Aristotle, in which pleasure
is understood as the satisfaction, or coming to rest of the appetite. Kant occasionally employs the
locution “satisfaction"(Wohlgefallen)*® in discussions of aesthetic pleasure, but he does not
conceive satisfaction as the slaking or the gratification of desire. Rather, experiences of getting
what one wants or needs inhere in the agreeable. Nor is aesthetic pleasure akin to the delight that
is taken in the good, which is an ethical category and which, unlike aesthetic pleasure, is
apprehended rationally and requires conceptualization.

Kant argues that the pleasures enjoyed in judgments of taste are based on the experience
of the harmony of the cognitive powers of imagination and understanding.”®’ Though seemingly
taking pleasure through a judgment concerning an external object, the person is actually taking
pleasure through a judgment concerning him- or herself. Aesthetic pleasure consists in a peaceful
self-satisfaction borne of the cooperation of the faculties. When one is aware of such a
harmonious interplay, pleasure is experienced. This is recognized by the wish to perpetuate it.
Kant explains: “Consciousness of a presentation’s causality directed at the subject’s state so as to

keep him in that state, may here designate generally what we call pleasure.”**® So, for Kant, an

2% bid., § 5, 209.

2 Immanuel Kant, Metaphysical Principles of Virtue, pt. 2 of Immanuel Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals, 2nd ed.,
ed. Mary J. Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).

2 B g in the Metaphysics of Morals he refers to disinterested pleasure as “passive satisfaction,” 116.

27 See Critique of Judgment, particularly § 9, but also: Ixiv, cii, 190, 191, 197, 209, br. n. 19, 216-19, 244, 289,
292, 306, 223°, and 224°.

28 K ant, Critique of Judgment, § 10.
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awareness of a proper functioning of one’s faculties that one hopes will continue constitutes
aesthetic pleasure.”®

Almost all aesthetic theories include the phenomenon of pleasure. What is new in Kant
and his immediate predecessors is to assign the criteria for judgments of beauty to this subjective
standard”’” rather than to some other objective criteria. Furthermore, Kant’s innovation is the
exclusive status of pleasure in identifying the beautiful and the consequent and systematic
dissociation of beauty and desire. It is this move in which a decisive turn from prevailing

aesthetic theory is evinced.

ook skokosk

So then, while many discreet species of the notion of beauty could be identified,
analytical refection reveals that they may categorized according to three genera: ontological,

formal and affective theories. This observation will frame the structure of this dissertation.

20One of the oddities of pleasure is its deep and utterly subjective role in the human experience, which makes it
difficult to argue about rationally. Nonetheless, I cannot identify much of what Kant posits in my own
experience of it. Having never, even upon reflection, located my own experiences of pleasure in the proper
functioning of my faculties, I personally find Kant’s theory implausible, and suspect it is born more of a
procrustean desire for systematic consistency in his philosophy than in an accurate phenomenological
description of pleasure.

7% Some of the eighteenth-century British thinkers believed that beauty was objective, but located its recognition in
the subject. Shaftesbury, for instance, says, “in the very nature of things there must of necessity be the
foundation of a right and wrong taste” (Anthony Ashley Cooper Shaftesbury, Characteristic of Men, Manners,
Opinions, Times, ed. Lawrence E. Klein [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999], 337). Hume may
differ on this.
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PART III: THE STUDY IN OUTLINE

6. JONATHAN EDWARDS AND THE TRINITARIAN SHAPE OF BEAUTY

This work consists of five chapters: the present introduction, a conclusion, and a chapter
analyzing and applying each of the three types of theories of beauty in Jonathan Edwards’

theological aesthetics.

6.1 Chapter 2: Edwards’ Ontological Conceptions of Beauty: Beauty and the Self-

Communicating God.

In chapter two I show that Edwards elevates the concept of beauty to a place of
ontological centrality in his theology; he develops both his understanding of being and his
understanding of God in essentialist terms identifying each as beauty. Furthermore, by stressing
God’s disposition to self-communication, Edwards develops an ontological aesthetics that
envisions nature as an analogical (or “ectypal”) semiosis of divine beauty in created beauty.
Edwards envisions God as a signally communicative being, and therefore, Edwards envisions a
substantial and constructive role for created beauty, including the beauty of nature, in Christian
theology and experience.

To demonstrate this, I first explicate Edwards’ ontology of beauty, in which he develops
an ontological aesthetics that locates beauty at the core of theological vision, conceiving beauty
as the essence of “Being in general.” I describe Edwards’ ontology and distinguish it from ways
in which it is commonly misunderstood. Next, I elucidate Edwards’ analogy of beauty, in which
the spiritual beauties of God are “communicated” ectypally into created forms of beauty,

including the beauty of nature. Lastly, I expound Edwards’ semiotics of beauty, which funds his
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expansive conception of signs by which he envisions a considerable role for the beauty of nature,

in Christian theory and praxis.

Beauty and being are extensive and abiding themes in Edwards’ work. Therefore, I cite

2! The fundamental

widely from his corpus, but particularly from his philosophical works.
insight of this chapter—the self-communication of God’s glory, excellency, or beauty—
however, is rooted in his posthumous work The End for Which God Created the World (1757,

published 1765).7"

6.2 Chapter 3: Edwards’ Formal Conceptions of Beauty: Beauty and the Redemption

of Ugliness.

In the third chapter I explicate formal conceptions of beauty and examine Edwards’
particular use of formal conceptions, drawing primarily on his posthumously published The
Nature of True Virtue (1757; published in 1765). I develop this chapter in four sections, the first
three corresponding to Edwards’ conception of formal or relational beauty in terms of three
enduring and significant formal conceptions of beauty: 1) fittingness, 2) harmony, and 3) the
conjunction of opposites. Each of these aesthetic ideas has a longue durée, extending from the
dawn of Western culture to Edwards’ time in the first half of the eighteenth century, to our own
era. By augmenting and amplifying these overlapping modalities, recasting them in terms of
love, and envisioning them as culminating in the beauty of Christ’s redemptive work, Edwards
generates a conception of beauty that makes the centrality of beauty in theology warrantable in a

fallen world.

"1 By Edwards’ philosophical works I mean the two posthumous dissertations (Dissertation Concerning the End for

Which God Created the World and The Nature of True Virtue) collected in volume 6 of the Yale edition of The
Works of Jonathan Edwards as “philosophical works,” chiefly Edwards’ essay on the Mind.
2 WIE 8, 563-64.
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The fourth section of this chapter applies Edwards’ thought to constructive ends. I show
that deployment of these formal aesthetic categories engenders a robust theological conception of
beauty capable of engaging the ugliness of the world. I use Edwards’ thought to show how an
emphasis on beauty is not only warranted in theology, but even provides rich resources for
grappling with the lapsarian horrors of the world.

Edwards’ aesthetics provide resources that can envision beauty not as a mere escape from
ugliness, but as able to enter ugliness, incorporate it, and sublate and redeem it. By joining
Edwards’ notion that Beauty is beautifying (i.e., that primary beauty has an active tendency to
make other things beautiful as well) with Edwards’ counterintuitive insight that the death of
Christ should be conceived in aesthetic terms, I show that beauty, in its highest form, beautifies
people and creation by redeeming it. Beauty is redemptive, as illustrated by the achievement in
the crucifixion of the redemption—a sublation of ugliness into beauty. In order to establish this, I
consider Edwards’ retrieval and enlargement of the aesthetics of fittingness, harmony, and the

conjunction of opposites.

6.3 Chapter 4: Edwards’ Affective Conceptions of Beauty: Beauty, Eros and
Disinterestedness in Aesthetic Conversion.

In the fourth chapter I explore the affective aesthetics of Jonathan Edwards. I show that,
while eros and disinterest—two central aesthetic concepts—were set in opposition to each other
in the eighteenth century (largely through Kant), Edwards does not sequester desire from the
affective realm of beauty. On the contrary, for him the erotic love of beauty is rooted in both
divine and human natures. Indeed, the affections evince one’s essential nature. Given the
importance of the affections in Edwards’ thought generally—and to his aesthetics particularly—I

pay special attention to his 1746 work, 4 Treatise Concerning Religious Affections.
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In the first section of this chapter, I situate Edwards’ thought in both his social and
intellectual contexts and then distinguish his views from common misconceptions of the
affections. I then show that Edwards envisions the affections as cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral manifestations of the dispositions of the whole person. For Edwards, the affections
govern the loves and hates of the heart, and thereby disclose to us the nature of the true self. In
the second section, I demonstrate that Edwards conceives beauty affectively in terms of eros, or
desire and delight. I show that eros is basic to his system of thought. In the third section, I
establish that Edwards engages the emerging eighteenth-century concept of disinterestedness, but
conceives it in marked contrast not only to the notion of “disinterested benevolence” in the New
Divinity, but also to Kantian (and subsequent Continental) conceptions that conceive disinterest
and desire as mutually exclusive, thereby proscribing eros from the construct of disinterest. In
this section I show that Edwards draws on the eighteenth-century British thinkers while also
retaining a role for desire in the experience of the beautiful as recognized in the eros tradition of
beauty. Finally, in the fourth section, I demonstrate that conversion, for Edwards, is constituted
by a new aesthetic visio in which eros culminates in a participation in True Beauty: that is,
participation in the triune life through union with Christ. The chapter proceeds, then, in four
sections: Edwards and Affections, Edwards and Eros, Edwards and Disinterestedness, and
finally, Edwards and Conversion as an Aesthetic Reordering.

6.4 Chapter 5: Edwards’ Trinitarian Shape of Beauty (Conclusion): Suggestions for

an Edwardsian Trinitarian Aesthetics.

In the concluding chapter, I first present a recapitulation of the dissertation, summarizing
the key arguments and contributions of each chapter. This reinforces my central objective in

recommending Jonathan Edwards as both an exemplum and an endowment for theological
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aesthetics. Secondly, I observe an implication of the dissertation: that Edwards’ conception of
beauty bears a trinitarian shape and structure. Finally, I advance a recommendation from the

dissertation, limning directions for further study.

skokosk skok

Das Alte stiirzt, es dndert sich die Zeit, Und neues Leben bliiht aus den Ruinen.” As the
marginalization of beauty in modernity crumbles, and the times change, Edwards may indeed

contribute to new life blossoming from the ruins.



Chapter Two
ONTOLOGICAL CONCEPTIONS OF BEAUTY

Beauty and the Self-Communicating God

Glory be to God for dappled things—

For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow;

For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim;

Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches’ wings;

Landscape plotted and pieced—fold, fallow, and plough,

And all trades, their gear and tackle and trim.

All things counter, original, spare, strange;

Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)

With swift, slow, sweet, sour, adazzle, dim;

He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change:
Praise Him.

~Gerard Manley Hopkins®"

3 Gerard Manley Hopkins, “Pied Beauty” (1877), in Gerard Manley Hopkins: The Major Works, ed. Catherine
Phillips (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 132.
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The central aim of this dissertation as a whole is to recommend Jonathan Edwards as a
source and model for constructive theological aesthetics. Additionally, it identifies genera or
categories of thought about beauty that have been commonly or recurrently employed in Western
thought. In Chapter One, I observe that views of beauty, manifold and diverse as they are, may
be distilled into three categories: ontological, formal, and affective conceptions of beauty. This
second chapter considers the first, ontological, category of thought. The following chapters will
consider the remaining two types and patterns of thought about beauty.

Ontological views of beauty inform understandings of how God and God’s beauty relate
to the world and its beauty. If beauty is not conceived ontologically—i.e., not seen to be rooted
in reality (i.e., the nature of God and the nature of creation)—it tends to slip into irrelevance,
reducing finally to mere prettiness. Even if beauty is conceived ontologically, as rooted in God,
but is divorced from the created order, it may degenerate into an otherworldly concern, becoming

either irrelevant or restricted to the realm of private mystical experience.

Edwards elevates the concept of beauty to a place of ontological centrality in his
theology, developing both his understanding of being and of God in essentialist terms as beauty.
Furthermore, by stressing God’s disposition to self-communication, Edwards develops an
ontological aesthetics that envisions nature as an analogical (or “ectypal”) semiosis of divine
beauty in created beauty. Edwards envisions God as a eminently communicative being, and
therefore, Edwards envisions a substantial and constructive role for created beauty, including the
beauty of nature, in Christian theology and experience.

To demonstrate this, I will first explicate Edwards’ ontology of beauty, in which he
develops an ontological aesthetics that locates beauty at the core of theological vision,

conceiving beauty as the essence of “Being in general.” I will describe Edwards’ ontology and
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distinguish it from the way in which it is commonly misunderstood. Next, I will elucidate
Edwards’ analogy of beauty, in which the spiritual beauties of God are “communicated”
ectypally into created forms of beauty, including the beauty of nature. Lastly, I will expound
Edwards’ semiotics of beauty, which funds an expansive conception of signs by which Edwards

envisions a considerable role for the beauty of nature, in Christian theory and praxis.

Beauty and being are extensive and abiding themes in Edwards’ work. Therefore, I will

274 The fundamental

cite widely from his corpus, but particularly from his philosophical works.
insight of this chapter—the self-communication of God’s glory, excellency, or beauty—
however, is rooted in his posthumous work The End for Which God Created the World (1757,

published 1765).2”

1. EDWARDS’ ONTOLOGY OF BEAUTY

Jonathan Edwards’ ontology is innovative and capacious. In this section, I will illuminate
Jonathan Edwards’ aesthetic ontology. While Edwards tends to identify “being” with mind in

27% this will not serve as a comprehensive definition. For my purposes, I will describe rather

act,
than define his views of being. By this methodology, I hope to avoid procrustean interpretations

of Edwards’ ontology that commonly appear.

Edwards’ metaphysical theories have given rise to many constructive readings of them by

later thinkers. Interpretations of Edwards’ ontology include seeing it as a nascent form of process

2741 lists these works in footnote No. 271

273 Jonathan Edwards, Dissertation Concerning the End for Which God Created the World, in The Works of
Jonathan Edwards, vol. 8, Ethical Writings, ed. Paul Ramsey (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989),
563—-64. Hereafter, End of Creation, WJE 8.

27 Being is dynamic for Edwards. “The divine nature,” Edwards tells us, subsists “in pure act and perfect energy”
(Misc. no. 94: The Trinity, in Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 13, The “Miscellanies,”
(Entry Nos. a-z, aa-zz, 1-500), ed. Thomas A. Schafer (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1994), 262.
Hereafter, WJE 13.
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theology,”’” as a dispositional ontology,””® as a postmodern semiotic ontology,” as a relational
metaphysics of love,” and as a trinitarian harmony in plurality.”®' The capacity for plastic
construal of his ontology, however, is not simply due to the novelty or obscurity of Edwards’
ontological formulations, but also because, as John E. Smith observes, they are inconsistent.?*?
Amy Plantinga Pauw laments that Edwards’ “reflections have a distinctively unsettled
character.””® She goes on to observe that there “is an experimental, ad hoc quality to his
employment of theological traditions that stubbornly resists systematizing.”*** Edwards himself
confesses,

there is a degree of indistinctness and obscurity in the close consideration of such
subjects, and a great imperfection in the expressions we use concerning them; arising

unavoidably from the infinite sublimity of the subject, and the incomprehensibleness of
285

those things that are divine.
Others, seeking not a constructive use of Edwards’ ideas but a historical exposition of

them, have found one philosophical hermeneutical key or another by which to unlock and

interpret Edwards’ thought. He has been variously interpreted as a Neoplatonist, an Idealist, a

" E.g., in Jeffrey A. McPherson, “Jonathan Edwards and Alfred North Whitehead: The possibility of a constructive
dialogue in metaphysics.” (PhD dissertation, McMaster University, 2006).

Similarly, Roland Delattre compared Edwards and Whitehead a number of times in Beauty and Sensibility in the
Thought of Jonathan Edwards: An Essay in Aesthetics and Theological Ethics (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1968), 25, 29, 111, 130. Hereafter, Beauty and Sensibility.

"8 Sang Hyun Lee, The Philosophical Theology of Jonathan Edwards (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1988). Hereafter, Philosophical Theology.

27 Steven Daniel, The Philosophy of Jonathan Edwards: A Study in Divine Semiotics (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1994) and “Postmodern Concepts of God and Edwards’ Trinitarian Ontology,” in Edwards in
Our Time: Jonathan Edwards and the Shaping of American Religion, eds. Sang Hyun Lee and Allen C. Guelzo
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1999), 45-64.

80 ally 1. Matless, “Jonathan Edwards’ Relational Metaphysics of Love” (PhD dissertation, Harvard University,
2002).

281 Amy Plantinga Pauw, The Supreme Harmony of All (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002).

82 John E. Smith, “Jonathan Edwards as Philosophical Theologian,” Review of Metaphysics 30 (December 1976):
306.

8 pauw, The Supreme Harmony of All, 50.

** Ibid.

25 End of Creation, WJE 8, 462—63.
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Lockean, a Malebrachean, etc. There are, indeed, many elements of Enlightenment thought in
Edwards; he read and absorbed many of the ideas of his day. However, Edwards follows no
particular Enlightenment philosophy as an ideological adherent. Edwards borrows and adapts
various philosophical tenets for his own theological ends. Nor did he ever abandon his own
theological tradition shaped by Puritan piety and Reformed Orthodoxy. On the contrary, for as
manifestly original as Edwards frequently is, he is also an essentially conservative figure. Noting
that “Reformed theology and Enlightenment philosophy are two legs that together build the
philosophical theology of Edwards,” Kin Yip Louie offers an interesting analogy of another
theologian who attempted to fuse his theological tradition with the philosophy of the day, saying,

“We may regard Edwards as a Thomas Aquinas of the eighteenth century.”*®

While Kin’s analogy does not reflect Edwards’ ad hoc usage of contemporary
philosophical sources as compared to Aquinas’ more thoroughgoing systemization and
valorization of Aristotle, the comparison does highlight Edwards ability to deploy the emerging

thought of his day for his own theological ends.

Although frequently abstruse, ad hoc, and unsystematic, Edwards develops an ontological
aesthetics that locates beauty at the core of his theological vision, conceiving both beauty and
being in terms of consent. In explicating this I will explore 1) the ontological status of beauty in
Edwards, 2) the aesthetic conception of being in Edwards, 3) the aesthetic doctrine of God in

Edwards, and 4) the misinterpreted ontology of Edwards.

% Kin Yip Louie, “The Theological Aesthetics of Jonathan Edwards” (PhD dissertation, University of Edinburgh,
2007), 63.
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1.1 The Ontological Status of Beauty in Edwards.

The prominent standing of beauty in Edwards’ theology must be taken into account if he
is to be read well. His theological vocabulary is replete with aesthetic terms and concepts.
Beauty, its synonyms (e.g., loveliness, amiability, and especially, excellence), and its formal
contributive aspects (e.g., fittingness, harmony, and the conjunction of opposites) appear on
almost every page of his work. This aesthetic vocabulary evinces an aesthetic grammar that
structures Edwards’ thought. As we saw in Chapter One, then, the concept of beauty is both
integral and essential to his thought. Herein lies one of the pillars of Edwards’ much lauded
originality. His elevation of beauty is unusual among Protestant thinkers, especially Lutheran and
Reformed thinkers who tend to privilege auditory metaphors (e.g., hearing the Word of God)
over visual ones (e.g., the visio Dei, the visio beatifica or beholding the beauty of God).

Nowhere is Edwards’ elevated status of beauty more evident than in his ontology, which
is unprecedented not only in Protestant theology, but even in the entire history of Christian
thought. Even in Christian Platonism—in which beauty is often held in very high esteem
indeed—beauty is never (to my knowledge) afforded an ontological primacy over goodness and
truth, as does Edwards.”®” Edwards’ aesthetic ontology goes beyond Barth, beyond von

Balthasar, and beyond Christian Platonism.
1.2 The Aesthetic Conception of Being in Edwards.

As I have observed, Edwards’ ontology is better described than defined. This being said,
it must surely be described as an aesthetic ontology. Beauty grounds Edwards’ conception of

being; it is a fundamental ontological concept for him. “Existence or entity,” he says, “is that into

27 If we were to see such a move, we might expect it from Origen, or Gregory of Nyssa or Pseudo-Dionysius the
Areopagite. Even Plotinus, the panegyrical apostle of beauty, demurred from raising beauty to a quintessential
height. To elevate beauty above goodness and truth would be very un-Platonic indeed.
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which all excellency is to be resolved.”**® Given Edwards’ Idealism, it can be difficult to
determine if this is a logical claim or an ontological one, meaning (a) when logically distilled we
come to recognize that all the manifold forms of excellency or beauty are actually manifestations
of being (“existence or entity”) or, more neo-Platonically, (b) that all the various forms of beauty
will be fused together or absorbed, losing their separateness in their reditus into being. However,
his usage of “resolved” (a peculiarly Edwardsian phrase) is most often analytical, not
metaphysical, akin to the mathematical use of the word, meaning to reduce an idea, analytically,
into a more elemental form. Edwards’ claim then is that, when considered carefully, instances of

beauty turns out to be instantiations of being.

The notion that beauty may be resolved into being, or that beauty is being’s consent to
being might be taken, as does Roland Delattre, to imply that being is ontologically prior, “above”
or “behind” beauty. “Being is the highest metaphysical concept for him,” Delattre claims.
“Nothing has a prior or higher ontological status.”*® While Delattre recognizes that “Beauty is
fundamental to Edwards’ understanding of being,”**° he casts beauty in service “to the

articulation of his system of being.”’!

This essentially neo-Platonic reading of Edwards,
however, is not the case. Beauty and being for Edwards, at the highest level, elide (or “resolve,”
if we will) into a relation of identity. They are not just equal, or equivalent, but identic, as I will
show below.

To speak of “higher” and “lower” forms of beauty and being is to recognize that Edwards

operates from his own version of a scala natura, or “chain of being” ontology. Both beauty and

88 Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 6, Scientific and Philosophical Writings, ed. Wallace E.
Anderson (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1980), 381. Hereafter, WJE 6.

% Delattre, Beauty and Sensibility, 27, 28.

> 1bid., 1.

*'1bid., 28.
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being are a matter of degree for Edwards. Some beings are “more excellent” because they

“partake more of being.”*"?

This participation in being is achieved by consent to being—an
essential feature both of beauty and of being in Edwards’ thought—and corresponds to the object

of a being’s consent, which I enumerate in the following scale of ontological consent:*”*

(1) consent to being

(2) consent of being to being

(3) cordial consent of being to being

(4) cordial consent of being to being-in-general
Edwards’ conceptions of beauty and being are conceptually established and theologically built
out in terms of this scale of ontological consent, which I will construe as (1.2.a) consensual,
(1.2.b) relations of (1.2.c) personal (1.2.d) love.

1.2.a Beauty and Being as Consensual: Consent. “Beauty,” Edwards avers, “does not
consist in discord and dissent, but in consent and agreement.”*** (Edwards’ usage of “consists in”
denotes “is an essential feature of.””) He explicates both of his fundamental categories of
beauty—primary and secondary— in terms of consent and agreement (which in Edwardsian
parlance are synonymous). Primary beauty consists in “consent, agreement, or union of being to

99295

being,”””” while secondary beauty consists “in a mutual consent and agreement of different

things, in form, manner, quantity, and visible end or design.” Edwards continues by observing

2 WJIE 6, 363.

2% I have adapted my list from Roland Delattre (Beauty and Sensibility, 21). While this presentation helpfully
illustrates Edwards’ scaled notion of ontological consent, Delattre counts five, rather than the four types of
consent I have enumerated. He begins his list simply with consent, with no object of the consent. This does not
exist in Edwards. The idea of consent must stand in relation to something.

Jonathan Edwards, The Nature of True Virtue, in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 8, Ethical Writings, ed.
Paul Ramsey (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989), 541. Hereafter, Nature of True Virtue, WJE 8.
Here and throughout this section, Edwards is referring to “complex beauty,” rather than the bare equality of
“simple beauty.” See “The Mind” for this distinction, WJE 6.

25 Nature of True Virtue, WJE 8, 561. See Chapter Two of this dissertation (q.v.).

294



87

that this latter kind of beauty is referred to by various names including harmony.>° Consent is
the condition of beauty because it founds harmony; it serves to unite multiplicity into a greater
whole through the establishment of affinity. Consent, then, is not only the condition of harmony,
but also the means of it. Beauty is constituted by consent-borne harmony.**’ Furthermore,
Edwards’ most frequent definition of higher forms of beauty as “being’s consent to being” is
fundamentally ontological.””® In Edwards’ understanding, beauty consists in consent, or consent

is an essential feature of beauty.

Corresponding to his aesthetics of consent-borne harmony, Edwards also works from an
ontology of consent-borne harmony. Harmony can be synonymous with a conception of “due

. . 2 . .
proportion,” or an agreeable relation of correspondence.”” For Edwards, being consists a

59300

relationship between entities that he defines as “nothing else but proportion,””™ or the

harmonious relation of consenting entities. By defining being as beauty or proportion, Edwards
accounts for our phenomenological orientation toward beauty and away from its contrary. The
beautiful is consonant with being, the unbeautiful contradicts it. Edwards explains,

The reason why equality thus pleases the mind, and inequality is unpleasing, is because
disproportion, or inconsistency, is contrary to being. For being, if we examine narrowly,
is nothing else but proportion. When one being is inconsistent with another being, then
being is contradicted. But contradiction to being is intolerable to perceiving being, and

the consent to being most plf:::lsing.wl

% Ibid.

7 Harmony is a perdurable category in Western aesthetics. See Chapter Three, section 2 (q.v.), Edwards’ Aesthetic
Modality of Harmony, of this dissertation for a fuller explication of Edwards’ views of harmony.

28 B g, inter alia WJE 6, 382. I explain what I mean by “higher forms” of beauty in the following section.

299 Aquinas, for instance, sees due proportion and harmony as interchangeable when he lists debita proportio sive
consonantia as one of the three conditions of beauty. See Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, rev. ed, trans.
Fathers of the English Dominican Province (New York: Benziger, 1948; repr. Westminster: Christian Classics,
1981), 1.39.8.

O WIE 6, 336.

! Ibid.
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We enjoy harmony and find discord jarring due to our ontological participation in being; our
affective and perceptual pleasure in beauty is equally an enjoyment of being. Furthermore—and
representing a major and abiding theme in his work—both beauty and being are, for Edwards,

essential features of the consensual harmony of the Trinity.***

Edwards equates beauty and being. Even in secondary beauty this the case. By arguing
that beauty inheres in being (as an essential feature), and being inheres in beauty, then beauty is

being and being is beauty, by the antisymmetry of parthood.***

However, Edwards’ conception
of “true” or “primary” beauty goes beyond the coinherence of beauty and being. By arguing that
being is consent (since it is “nothing else but proportion,” conceived as the consent or agreement
of entities) and that beauty, in its higher forms is consent (“being’s consent to being”’) beauty is
being, modus ponens.*** Edwards, then, advances an ontology in which beauty is not only
identified as being (which is not uncommon in Christian theological aesthetics), but also in
which, in its higher forms, being is identified as beauty—beauty being conceived not merely as a
property of being (which is uncommon, indeed).

1.2.b. Beauty and Being as Relational: Consent of Being. Edwards develops his
conception of beauty in terms of the relations of one entity to another. As Amy Plantinga Pauw

observes, “Beauty was irreducibly relational for Edwards.”" “For it’s to be observed,” notes

Edwards, “that one thing which contributes to the beauty of the agreement and proportion of

392 This will be considered below, in section 1.3, “Edwards’ Aesthetic Doctrine of God” (q.v.).

393 Symbolically, this argument from the antisymmetry of parthood can be presented as follows. Where beauty
= (a), consent = (b), and being = (¢), If (a) inheres in (b) and (b) inheres in (a) then (a) = (b) and if (c) inheres in
(b) and (b) inheres in (c) then (b) = (¢). -~ (a) = (¢).

Symbolically, this argument modus ponendo ponens can be presented as follows. Where beauty = (a), consent =
(b), and being = (¢), given that (a) = (b): (¢)—> (b), (c) -~ (c) = (a).

395 pauw, Supreme Harmony, 81. Furthermore, she sees relationality as the cohesive theme in Edwards’ ontology,

saying it is “held together” by “the conviction that relationality is at the heart of metaphysical excellence.” Ibid.,
80.

304
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various things is their relation one to another.”**® Such formal conceptions of beauty are the topic
of Chapter Three of this dissertation, where I examine the relation of fittingness, harmony, and

the conjunction of opposites in Edwards’ aesthetics.

Similarly, Edwards’ aesthetic ontology is relational; for him, all existence is relational.
Wallace Anderson notes, “He concluded that the relations of a thing to others are the
fundamental condition of its existence.”"’ Furthermore, while Edwards does not disavow the
ontological category of substance, he reconfigures Aristotelian notions in terms of relations of
consent—the very notion of which implies multiplicity. As Edwards argues, “One alone, without
any reference to any more, cannot be excellent; for in such a case ... there can be no consent.”*
As I have noted, Edwards concludes that “being, if we examine narrowly, is nothing else but
proportion.”” He continues, “When one being is inconsistent with another being, then being is
contradicted.”'” In other words, a lack of consent yields a lack of being. “Disagreement or
contrariety to being is evidently an approach to nothing,” which he conceives as “nothing else

59311

but disagreement or contrariety of being.””" " Edwards’s is an ontology of consent.

1.2.c. Beauty and Being as Personal: Consent of Being to Being. Edwards frequently

extols the beauties of nature (which are instances of secondary beauty), but states that the

312

highest forms of earthly beauty are enacted by personal beings.” ©~ While both primary beauty

and secondary beauty are marked by consent, the difference is of kind, not simply of degree.

3% Nature of True Virtue, WJE 8, 563.

7 Ibid., 30.

3% Edwards, “The Mind,” no. 1, WJE 6, 332.

% bid., 336.

319 Ibid.

3 Ibid.

312 Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 2, Religious Affections, ed. John E. Smith (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 1959), 280. Hereafter, WJE 2.
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Relations of consent mark the secondary beauty “found even in inanimate things.”*'* The
consent that comprises primary beauty, however, is the “consent, agreement, or union of being to

59314

being.”” " As such, it issues from dispositional, animate beings, or persons. Primary beauty

applies only to “spiritual and moral beings, which are the highest and first part of the universal

system for whose sake all the rest has existence.”"

For Edwards, persons are irreducibly minds. Edwards’ Idealist philosophy is evinced in
his framing of being ultimately in terms of minds. He develops his notion of being in terms of
consciousness. In his essay “Of Being” (and repeated in “The Mind™>'®) Edwards says, “Nothing
has any existence anywhere else but in consciousness. No, certainly nowhere else but either in
created or uncreated consciousness.”!’ Being, however, for Edwards, is not reducible simply to
intellect or awareness. For him, persons are constituted by intellect and will.*'® Personal consent,
then, entails concerted acts of the intellect and will. Consent of being to being is not only a
cognitive phenomenon, but also a volitional one—as both consent and dissent are operations of

the will.

For Edwards, the conscious, intentional consent or agreement of one being with another

establishes a harmonious concord between them recognized as beauty.

313 Nature of True Virtue, WJE 8, 561—62.

1 Ibid., 561.

*1 Ibid.

SOWIE 6.

7 Ibid., 204.

318 Here we see vestiges of Reformed Scholastic Thomism, even though it must be noted that the Reformed
appropriation of Thomistic thought was selective and adapted. Furthermore, by Edwards’ time, the Aristotelian
underpinnings of Reformed Scholasticism were no longer assumed or used. For this and other reasons,
Edwards’ conception of both intellect and will are not identical with either his Reformed predecessors or
Thomas.
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1.2.d. Beauty and Being as Love: Cordial Consent of Being to Being. Lastly, Edwards’
conception of harmonious personal relations culminates in an aesthetic ontology of love. The
designation “primary beauty” (which he also refers to as “highest” or “first”) is reserved for a
certain type of relations of interpersonal consent consisting in love between beings.”"” “The
primary and original beauty or excellence that is among minds is love,” claims Edwards.**
Primary beauty consists in cordial consent of being to being. Paul Ramsey has succinctly

. . 21
summarized “cordial consent” as “pure love.”

The term “cordial” harkens to the language of
the Religious Affections, denoting not only the decision of the will, but also the disposition of the
heart.’** “Cordial consent” consists in “concord and union of mind and heart.”** Elsewhere, the
synonymous phrase “consent, propensity and union of heart” is cast, by apposition, as
comprising the love of benevolence.*** Beauty is an enactment of benevolent love; it is being in
act, not a static substance.

For Edwards, the measure of beauty is love between beings, and the measure of being is
the harmonious personal relations of love. Furthermore, “the more the consent is, and the more
extensive, the greater is the excellency.”” The ultimate form of beauty, then, is love in and for

God and all that God comprehends, or Being in general— an Edwardsian concept to which I now

turn.

319 Nature of True Virtue, WJE 8, 561.

320 Wk 6, 362.

2L WJE 8, 36.

322 Chapter Four of this dissertation (q.v.).
32 Nature of True Virtue, WJE 8, 565.

324 Ibid., 544.

323 “The Mind,” no. 1, in WJE 6, 336.
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1.3 Edwards’ Aesthetic Doctrine of God.

The notion of “cordial consent to Being” is so central to Edwards’ thought that he
develops his doctrine of God in relation to it. This is clear in both his idea of “Being in
general”*?® and in his conception of the Trinity as perichoretic harmony.

1.3.a. Being in general. The highest form of beauty is consent to the highest form of
being—“Being in general.” Neither this recondite and controverted phrase, however, nor
Edwards’ synonyms for it (e.g., “Being, simply considered,”**") denote an ens commune.
Edwards’ question does not concern the object of the scientia of metaphysics; rather it concerns
the object of truly virtuous love. Whereas for Aquinas, neither God nor intellectual substances

328 this

are included under the heading of being in general (ens commune or ens inquantum ens),
is indeed what Edwards means by it. In Edwards, Being in general refers not to an abstract

genus, but to God and to all beings, which subsist in God—particularly intelligent beings.’*

“The first Being, the eternal and infinite Being,” Edwards says, “is in effect, Being in

326 Edwards may have picked up the term “Being in general” from Nicolas Malebranche, whom he had read.
(Jonathan Edwards, Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 26, Catalogues of Books, ed. Peter J. Thuesen [New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008], 115. Hereafter, WJE 26.) Malebranche says that God is “the being
without individual restriction, the infinite being, being in general” (The Search after Truth: With Elucidations of
The Search after Truth, trans. and ed. Thomas M. Lennon and Paul J. Olscamp [Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997], 3.2.8, 241).

**" Nature of True Virtue, WJE 8, 544.

328 Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle, prooem., trans. John P. Rowan (Chicago: Henry
Regnery, 1961), 1-2.

32 Norman Fiering is generally correct in his interpretation of “Being in general” as including “the transcendent
God plus his ordered creation” (Jonathan Edwards’ Moral Thought and Its British Context [Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1981], 326). Paul Ramsey concurs with Fiering (see WJE 8, 31), as does
Sang Lee (Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 21, Writing on the Trinity, Grace and
Faith, ed. Sang Hyun Lee [New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2002], 94. Hereafter, WJE 21). Yet, in the
strictest sense, Edwards has God and souls in view. He clarifies, “I thereby mean intelligent Being in general.
Not inanimate things, or Beings that have no perception or will, which are not properly capable objects of
benevolence” (Nature of True Virtue, WJE 8, 542). Edwards similarly says, “Nothing else has a proper being
but spirits, and ... bodies are but the shadow of being (“The Mind,” WJE 6, 337). Elsewhere Edwards ties this
qualification to his idealism: “Those beings which have knowledge and consciousness are the only proper and
real and substantial beings, inasmuch as the being of other things is only by these. From hence we may see the
gross mistake of those who think material things the most substantial beings, and spirits more like a shadow;
whereas spirits only are properly substances (“Of Being,” in WJE 6, 206).
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general.”**° Nor is God, “a” being conceived under a class of being in general with other beings.
Rather, the inverse is the case: all being subsists in God, who “comprehends universal
existence.”*! For Edwards, the philosophical Idealist, existence is “only in the divine

. 2
consciousness.”?

There are not, properly speaking, immaterial and material substances. The
“substance” of material objects is “resistance” to other solid objects. Since for Edwards, the
philosophical Occasionalist, this resistance is enacted by God’s direct intervention (he says that

“resistance or solidity are by the immediate exercise of divine power’™>>

), God is properly the
substance even of matter. He says,

that the substance of bodies at last becomes either nothing, or nothing but the Deity

acting in that particular manner in those parts of space where he thinks fit. So that,
f 334

speaking most strictly, there is no proper substance but God himsel
Being, then, is being in act, not a static substance. Both immaterial substances (as enactment of
mind) and material substances (as the enactment of divine power) are dynamic. Edwards
concludes that God is “properly” said “to be ens entium,” or the substance of all things, saying,
“Thou art and there is none else besides Thee.”*** Ultimate beauty is, therefore, an enactment of
benevolent love for God and all that he has made. It is “exercised in a general good will,”
Edwards says.>*® This is the meaning of his “universal definition of excellency,” or beauty, as

“consent of being to being, or being’s consent to entity.” Nowhere is this enacted more perfectly

than in the relations of the divine life.

330 End of Creation, WJE 8, 461.

31 Ibid.

32 WJE 6, 204. Elsewhere, Edwards confirms, “We have ... shewn that all existence is mental, that the existence of
all exterior things is ideal (“The Mind,” WJE 6, 341).

3 1bid., 215.

33 Ibid.

335 This is an interesting adaptation of 1 Samuel 2:2.

3¢ Nature of True Virtue, WJE 8, 540.
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1.3.b. Perichoretic Harmony of the Trinity. For Edwards (who is more daring than many
in the Reformed tradition), beauty constitutes not only our experience of the Deus pro nobis (or
the Trinity ad extra, in Edwardsian parlance), but also and significantly, beauty constitutes the
Deus in se (or the Trinity ad intra). Drawing on the traditional notion of perichoresis or
circumincessio,”’ Edwards says that the unity of the Godhead exists “in the mutual love and
friendship which subsists eternally and necessarily between the several persons in the Godhead,
or that infinitely strong propensity there is in these divine persons one to another.”*** Because
beauty is ultimately the consensual union of minds, i.e., love, God is necessarily plural for
Edwards. He says, “One alone, without reference to any more, cannot be excellent.”**’ The
paradigm for both Edwards’ aesthetics and his ontology is the Trinity—a unity of plurality. God
is consent. God is harmony. Divine beauty, or harmonious love, in God (i.e., God’s nature,
consisting of beauty and love) is a love of God (i.e., God loves Godself.**%). In Edwards’ first
note on the Trinity (no. 94) he says, “His infinite beauty is his infinite mutual love of himself.”**'

Edwards’ aesthetic conception of the Trinity is further evinced in that God’s self-love is

affective—God enjoys Godself. Edwards says, “God is infinitely happy in the enjoyment of

37 perichoresis (Greek), circumincessio (Latin), coinherence (English) could be rendered “envelopment.” It speaks
to the mutual indwelling and interpenetration of the three persons of the Trinity. Although the term perichoresis
isn’t found until John of Damascus (c. 676—749 AD), the idea was first expressed by the Cappadocian Fathers (c.
330-395 AD) to help conceive how the three persons are a unity. It was prominent in the Victorines and a
number of Puritans (e.g., John Owen), and has become central to discussions of the Trinity since the mid-
twentieth century. Its clearest biblical expression in found in John 17.

338 Nature of True Virtue, WJE 8, 555. Recently, Steven Studebaker, by deploying a “historical-theological”
methodology, has argued against a perichoretic read of Edwards’ trinitarianism (e.g., as in Amy Plantinga Pauw
and William Danaher), in favor of an Augustinian conception of “mutual love” within the Trinity. (See Steven
M. Studebaker, Jonathan Edwards: Social Augustinian Trinitarians in Historical and Contemporary
Perspectives [Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2008].) Kyle Strobel, however, offers a convincing mediation
between the two views by showing a change between the trinitarianism of the Edwards of the Notes, and that of
the Edwards of the late (unpublished) Essay or Discourse on the Trinity, arguing that Edwards’ views develop
as he polemically engages the proto-unitarianism of his context.

P WIE 6,337.

39 Edwards gives deep and sustained reflection to God’s glorious, joyful, and always giving self-love in The End for
Which God Created the World.

*WIE 6, 363.
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himself.”*** God’s beauty consists in “infinitely loving and delighting in himself.”** God’s
experience of Godself is one of beatific vision. (Edwards calls the effect of the visio dei
“happifying,” in a delightfully eighteenth-century locution.) Said another way, God’s self-
knowledge (intellect) is a beholding of beauty and God’s self-love (will) is a delighting in that

beauty. This is God’s own religious affection in pure act.

Edwards’ remarkable ability to uphold his theological tradition ex animo while
simultaneously innovating it is evinced in the following quote in which we see vestiges of
Cappadocian perichoresis and Augustinian notions of the Holy Spirit as the vinculum amoris
given a decidedly Edwardsian construal. He says,

As to God’s excellence, it is evident it consists in the love of himself. For he was as
excellent before he created the universe as he is now. But if the excellence of spirits
consists in their disposition and action, God could be excellent no other way at that time,
for all the exertions of himself were towards himself. But he exerts himself towards
himself no other way than in infinitely loving and delighting in himself, in the mutual
love of the Father and the Son. This makes the third, the personal Holy Spirit or the
holiness of God, which is his infinite beauty, and this is God’s infinite consent to being in

344
general.

It is a commonplace that understanding Edwards’ doctrine of the Trinity is a hermeneutical key

to his thought. I have now made apparent that an accurate conception of that doctrine must grasp
the aesthetic nature of God for Edwards.

Furthermore, Edwards makes the essentialist claim that God’s beauty is what constitutes
his Godness, calling “the beauty of the Godhead ... the divinity of Divinity.”** In an ambiguous

statement, Edwards claims that divine beauty is that “wherein the truest idea of divinity does

32 Ibid., 363-65.
3% Ibid., 364.

3 1bid.

S WIE 2,274,



96

consist.”**® Regardless of whether Edwards is here making a claim about the divine essence or
about our mental apprehension of it, it is clear that Edwards gives beauty a superlative role in his
doctrine of God. Elsewhere he avers: “God is God, and distinguished from all other beings, and
exalted above “em, chiefly by his divine beauty.”**’ Here “distinguished” could be read

epistemologically (as “identified” or “known”)348

or it could be understood ontologically (as that
which marks his otherness or transcendence). Regarding epistemological claims regarding the
knowledge of God, Edwards is clear: human apprehension of divinity is an apprehension of
beauty. But other passages make equally clear that Edwards is also advancing an ontological
argument. He states, “’Tis peculiar to God that He has beauty within Himself.”**’ The delight-
inducing harmonious unity-in-diversity of the Trinity, i.e., the perfect relational proportionality,
defines and evinces true Beauty. Edwards conceives divine beauty not merely as one attribute
among others, nor does he make the meager and commonplace claim that God is beautiful. In the
end, Edwards does not envisage beauty simply as an attribute—even the chief attribute—of God,
which may be predicated of his existence. Rather, beauty is cast as constitutive of the divine
being. As we have seen, the highest form of beauty is love (cordial consent or harmonious
agreement). For Edwards, the claims that “God is love” and “God is beauty” are identical claims.

Edwards’ conception of beauty generates both his aesthetic conception of God and his

extraordinary ontology of beauty.

*Ibid., 275.

* Ibid., 298.

3% Edwards receives God in God’s revelation as beauty. God can only be recognized gua God when recognized as
Beauty.

** Notes on the Mind, no. 45, WJE 6, 363-65.
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1.4 The Misinterpreted Ontology of Edwards.

Edwards’ provocative views have led to a number of misreadings of his ontology. I will
consider three here. First, [ will evaluate a recent reinterpretation of Edwards’ ontology as a
“dispositional ontology,” simply because it has been so significant in recent Edwards’
scholarship. I will then dispute two misunderstandings of Edwards’ ontology—pantheism, and
Neoplatonism—both of which inform understandings of how God and God’s beauty relate to the

world and its beauty.

1.4.a Dispositional Ontology. Edwards’ innovative ideas led Sang Lee to claim that
Edwards developed a new “dispositional ontology.” Lee’s thesis is succinctly stated at the outset

of his influential 1988 work, The Philosophical Theology of Jonathan Edwards:**°

Edwards departed from the traditional Western metaphysics of substance and form and
replaced it with strikingly modern conception of reality as a dynamic network of dispositional
forces and habits. Dispositions and habits, conceived as active and ontologically abiding
principles, now play the roles substance and form use to fulfill. It is this dispositional
ontology that provides the key to the particular character of Edwards’ modernity as well as

the interpretative clue for the underlying logic.351

Lee argues that Edwards moves beyond the traditional Aristotelian substance
metaphysics that had characterized Christian thought for a millennium and a half. Rather
than a substance or an essence that possesses various attributes or properties, Lee claims
that Edwards came to understand “being” as “dispositional,” i.e., as a dynamic, active,

and relational inclination, or power. Being is known by its habitus. He says,

When Edwards defines the structure of an entity as a law or habit, he is refusing to think

of the what-ness of things in terms of individual, particulate forms. He is rather

330 Lee, Philosophical Theology.
#! Ibid., 4.
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contending that the what-ness of entities can be conceived only in terms of their
352

relations.
Whereas many earlier ontologies (following Aristotle) distinguished between the actuality of a
thing and its potential actions and relationships, Lee’s Edwards rejects the notion of some inert
substance “behind” a thing’s inclinations, doings, and interaction. God, rather, is a fully
actualized disposition. “In God,” Lee says, “actuality and disposition coincide.”® Furthermore,

P34 1 ee’s work is

“God’s being, for Edwards, is not a substance but a disposition of beauty.
creative and insightful. Furthermore, he stresses in Edwards much of what Edwards stresses
(e.g., relations, love, God’s self-giving and self-communication). Lee builds on Delattre’s
highlighting of Edwards’ actualistic emphasis: Delattre observes that “the model of beauty is the
beautifying rather than the beautiful”>>® Similarly, McClymond and McDermott stress that
“Beauty was never something static, but was instead a dynamic and creative principle operating
within the Trinity and the created World.”**® Lee is also correct to observe that “for Edwards,

99357

what an entity is, is inseparable from its relations”””" and to highlight the originality and genius

of Edwards.
Nonetheless, Lee’s thesis has not gone unchallenged. Stephen Holmes, for instance, says
Lee’s work “is simply wrong in its main thesis.””>® Indeed, this is true. Lee’s creativity has

outstripped a plausible interpretation of Edwards. Ultimately, his reading is anachronistic,

2 Ibid., 77-78.

353 Sang Hyun Lee, “Edwards on God and Nature: Resources for Contemporary Theology,” in Edwards in Our
Time: Jonathan Edwards and the Shaping of American Religion, ed. Sang Hyun Lee and Allen C. Guelzo
(Grand Rapids. MI: Eerdmans, 1999), 19.

334 Lee, Philosophical Theology, 184.

355 Delattre, Beauty and Sensibility, 108. The italics are Delattre’s.

3% Michael J. McClymond and Gerald R. McDermott, The Theology of Jonathan Edwards (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2012), 97.

7 Ibid., 77.

338 Stephen R. Holmes, “Does Jonathan Edwards Use a Dispositional Ontology? A Response to Sang Hyun Lee,” in
Jonathan Edwards: Philosophical Theologian, ed. Paul Helm and Oliver D. Crisp (Burlington, VT: Ashgate,
2003), 99.
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remolding Edwards into a late (rather than early) Modern thinker. It is true that Edwards is
innovative; nonetheless, Edwards’ thought emerges from the paradigm of his time. He conceives
of disposition as an attribute or property of mind. For instance, he says that “disposition,
inclination or affection ... indicate the spiritual temper, affection or inclination of a mind.”**’
Lee is close. Edwards accentuates disposition in his ontology. As Lee says of Edwards’ thought,
“Dispositions and habits, [are] conceived as active and ontologically abiding principles.”®°
However, they do not “now play the roles substance and form use to fulfill.”**' In the end,
Edwards does not deny or refute notions of substance in his metaphysics. His is not a
dispositional ontology, but an aesthetic ontology.

Furthermore, Sang Lee rightly highlights Edwards’ emphasis of God’s disposition toward
“enlargement,” or God’s tendency to self-communication to and in creation.’®® However, this
theme in Edwards has led to much confusion; he is perennially accused of pantheism and/or
misunderstood as a Neoplatonist. In both cases Edwards is conceived as a metaphysical monist
in his version of the scala natura. Not only are Edwards’ subtle ideas the fount of the confusion,

but also his use of language. By considering these two related charges (of pantheism and

Neoplatonism) we can uncover Edwards’ view of God’s relation to the created order.

1.4.b. Pantheism. Versions of the charge of pantheism arose in the eighteenth century

(Edwards’ own day).*® In the nineteenth century, Charles Hodge (the Princeton Calvinist)

359 End of Creation, WJE 8, 422.

369 _ee, Philosophical Theology, 4.

! Ibid.

362 Edwards would not, however, accept that God’s disposition to “enlargement” means that God is “continually
‘creating himself,’” as Lee claims (Philosophical Theology, 196).

363 The Scottish Calvinist Sir William Hamilton, for instance, levels this charge. For Edwards’ complicated reception
in Scotland, see Kelly Van Andel, Adriaan C. Neele, and Kenneth Minkema, eds., Jonathan Edwards and
Scotland (Edinburgh: Dunedin Academic Press, 2011). A comparison (with Edwards) of similar controversial
charges leveled against Schleiermacher might produce an interesting study.
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claims that “there is scarcely a dividing line” between orthodoxy and pantheism in Edwards.***

In the twentieth century, Scott Oliphint worries that, “Philosophically, Edwards may, in his
carlier writings, be too close to pantheism to be comfortable as a Christian theologian.”®> And

John Gerstner says baldly that our thinker was “pantheistic by implication and pantheistic by

intention.””*

Having noted that not only Edwards’ ideas, but also his language contribute to such
confusion, we find both in Edwards’ conception of God as “Being in General.” Indeed, Edwards
can sound almost Spinoza-esque when he says,

The first Being, the eternal and infinite Being, is in effect, Being in general; and
comprehends universal existence, as was observed before. God in his benevolence to his
creatures, can’t have his heart enlarged in such a manner as to take in beings that he
finds, who are originally out of himself, distinct and independent. This can’t be in an
infinite being, who exists alone from eternity. But he, from his goodness, as it were
enlarges himself in a more excellent and divine manner. This is by communicating and
diffusing himself; and so instead of finding, making objects of his benevolence: not by
taking into himself what he finds distinct from himself, and so 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 rejoicing in himself expressed in them, and

. 367
communicated to them.

For Edwards, the created order is “comprehended” under “being in general,” since God,

by “communicating and diffusing himself” causes all things to participate in his “infinite Being.”

364 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, vol. 1 (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1999), 432-33. See also Samuel Baird,
“Edwards and the Theology of New England,” Southern Presbyterian Review 10 (1858): 581-82, 586-90; The
First Adam and the Second: Elohim Revealed in the Creation and Redemption of Man (Philadelphia: Lindsay,
1860), 161; and A History of the New School (Philadelphia: Claxton, Remsen, and Hafflefinger, 1868), 182,
cited in Mark Noll, “Jonathan Edwards, Edwardsian Theologies, and the Presbyterians,” in After Jonathan
Edwards: The Courses of the New England Theology, ed. Oliver D. Crisp and Douglas A. Sweeney (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2012), 305.

365 Scott Oliphint, “Jonathan Edwards: Reformed Apologist,” Westminster Theological Journal 57 (1995): 168.

3% John H. Gerstner, “Jonathan Edwards and God,” Tenth: An Evangelical Quarterly 10, no. 1 (January 1980), 7.

7 End of Creation, WJE 8, 461-62.
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Elsewhere, Edwards joins God’s “omneity” (i.e., God’s omnipresence) to God’s infinity and
concludes, “An infinite being, therefore, must be an all-comprehending being. He must
comprehend in himself all being.”**® Further, Edwards seems to imply that God is the sum total
of all existing things; he avers that God “is the sum of all being, and there is no being without his
being; all things are in him and he in all.”*® It is not difficult to understand the confusion
surrounding Edwards’ doctrine of God. His strongly participatory ontology raises significant
questions about the nature of God’s self-communication to and in creation. Statements like those
cited here can be easily read as betraying an underlying pantheism.

As we consider this assessment, however, we must observe that what is taken for
pantheism in Edwards is actually his philosophical idealism. For him, nothing exists
independently of the mind of God. All that exists is projected or externalized from that mind.
And herein lies the key Edwardsian distinction that removes him from the realm of pantheism,
1.e., that which exists in God ad intra and that which exists ad extra. Edwards says that creation
is “God’s internal Glory extant, in a true and just exhibition, or external existence of it.”"’
Creation is an “existence” of God’s glory; it is also an external exhibition of it. He commonly
speaks of it as an image or shadow. Those ideas that are projected externally, while in the mind
of God, are not God. While ideas in God exist infinitely, finite existence participates in these
ideas only to a point and are, therefore, not coterminous with God.>”' They are different in kind,

not only in degree. The notion of external existence mitigates against pantheism, and sustains the

3%8 Jonathan Edwards, Misc. no. 697, in Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 18, The
“Miscellanies” (Entry Nos. 501-832), ed. Ava Chamberlain (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000),
281. Hereafter, WJE 18.

3%9 Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 20, The “Miscellanies” (Entry Nos. 833—1152), ed.
Amy Plantinga Pauw (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2002), Misc. no. 880, 122. Hereafter, WJE 20.

7" End of Creation, WJE 8, 527.

37! This is a basic Calvinist principle, often expressed as finitum non capax infinitum (the finite cannot contain the
infinite), which was developed in conjunction with the extra-Calvinisticum in the Christological and eucharistic
debates with Lutheranism in the sixteenth century.
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372 While Thomas Schafer sees a susceptibility to monism in

creator-creature distinction.
Edwards’ idealism,’” nonetheless, the two are distinct ideas. Edwards is an idealist; he is not a
pantheist. In the end, Edwards’ view is simply a particular, albeit vigorous, expression of
standard Reformed thought. John Calvin, influenced as he was by Stoicism,”’* could affirm that
the expression, ““Nature is God’, may be piously used, if dictated by a pious mind.”*” (I think
we may grant that quality to Edwards’ mind.) Calvin does caution, however—and Edwards
would agree— that we may never “confound,” or conflate God and God’s works, thereby
blurring the creator-creature distinction.”’® In the end, Edwards’ views (as idiosyncratic as his
language may be) go no further than those expressed in the Westminster Confession of Faith, that

God “is the alone fountain of all being, of whom, through whom, and to whom are all things.”"’

372 While Edwards was not a pantheist, Oliver Crisp has recently categorized Edwards as a panentheist. He is right to

point out that “As applied to the work of the Northampton Sage, the term ‘panentheism’ is anachronistic.
Edwards does not use the term. It was coined some time after his death in 1758 (Jonathan Edwards on God and
Creation [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012], 140. John W. Cooper believes that the term “panentheism”
in common theological usage is traceable to its use in process theology in which Charles Hartshorne deployed
the term (Cooper, Panentheism, the Other God of the Philosophers [Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006],
26). Crisp’s working definition of panentheism is as follows: “The being of God includes and penetrates the
whole universe, so that every part exists in Him, but His Being is more than, and not exhausted by, the
universe” (Jonathan Edwards on God and Creation, 142). This is true enough.

373 Thomas Schafer, Editor’s Introduction, in WJE 13, 49.

374 As a student, and in his first efforts as a humanist scholar, Calvin was deeply interested in Stoic thought. His first
published work was on Seneca.

375 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Ford Lewis Battles (Philadelphia: Westminster Press,
1960), 1.5.5.

376 Calvin goes on to warn that the phrase “Nature is God” “is inaccurate and harsh (Nature being more properly the
order which has been established by God), in matters which are so very important, and in regard to which
special reverence is due, it does harm to confound the Deity with the inferior operations of his hands.”

37" The Westminster Confession of Faith 2.2 in Philip Schaff, Bibliotheca Symbolica Ecclesice Universalis: The
Creeds of Christendom. The Evangelical Protestant Creeds, vol. 3, pt. 1 (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1877);
hereafter, Creeds. The Westminster Standards represents the confessional theology of the Presbyterian Church
(in which Edwards served in his first pastorate), but summarized well the theology of New England
Congregationalism, which differed slightly with Presbyterians on matters of ecclesial polity but little else. When
considering a move to Scotland (a land of strict subscription to the Westminster Confession) during his troubles
with the church in North Hampton, Edwards wrote to John Erskine (July 5, 1750) the following: “As to my
subscribing to the substance of the Westminster Confession, there would be no difficulty” (The Works of
Jonathan Edwards, vol. 16, Letters and Personal Writings, edited by George S. Claghorn [New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1998], 355. Hereafter WJE 16).
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1.4.c. Neoplatonism. Finally, we must avoid the remarkably common mistake of
overreading Edwards as a Neoplatonist. Douglas Elwood was influential in establishing this
interpretation of Edwards as normative. In 1960, he characterized Edwards’ project as an attempt
“to Neoplatonize Calvinism.”’® In his influential 1968 work on Edwards’ aesthetics, Roland
Delattre commonly reads Edwards as a Neoplatonist.*” Clyde Holbrook’s 1973 work read
Edwards’ ethics as rooted in Neoplatonism.**” Norman Fiering contributed significantly to this
understanding in 1981 by speculating on possible sources of Edwards’ Platonism.*®' Janice
Knight followed suit in 1994 by situating one strain of the thought of Edwards’ immediate
intellectual forebears in the context of those formed by Cambridge Platonism.*** Edwards’
Neoplatonism is now commonly assumed. We find this assessment in such leading Edwards

scholars as William Danaher,”® Michael McClymond,*** Oliver Crisp,”® and Sang Lee®™ t

0
mention only a few.

Edwards’ thought overlaps a number of Platonic features and themes. As mentioned,

Edwards—Iike Platonists in general—is an idealist, although his idealism took its particular form

378 Douglas Elwood, The Philosophical Theology of Jonathan Edwards (New York: Columbia University Press,
1960), 91-110.

37 Delattre, Beauty and Sensibility.

%0 See Clyde A. Holbrook, Ethics of Jonathan Edwards: Morality and Aesthetics (Ann Arbor: University of

Michigan Press, 1973), 104—-112.

Fiering, Jonathan Edwards’ Moral Thought. See especially chapters 2 and 4.

Janice Knight, Orthodoxies in Massachusetts: Rereading American Puritanism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1994). See 1-33, 109-163, 198-213. Knight traces the incorporation of Platonism into puritan
thought through thinkers such as Richard Sibbes, John Cotton, Thomas Goodwin, and John Owen. This
connection may be more than intellectual in the case of the latter. I believe that John Owen married one of
Ralph Cudworth’s daughters.

3% Danaher says, e.g., “Running through both chapters in God’s End is a reiteration of Neoplatonism” (“Beauty,
Benevolence, and Virtue in Jonathan Edwards’ The Nature of True Virtue,” Journal of Religion 87, no. 3 [July
2007]: 396).

¥4 See Michael J. McClymond, “Salvation as Divinization: Jonathan Edwards, Gregory Palamas, and the
Theological Uses of Neoplatonism,” in Jonathan Edwards: Philosophical Theologian, ed. Paul Helm and
Oliver Crisp (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2003).

385 See Crisp, Jonathan Edwards on God and Creation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), chapters 2, 5, and
especially 7.

3% Lee, Philosophical Theology, 127.

381
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more from the influence of John Locke and other British thinkers than from Platonic sources.
Also, Edwards stands in the Augustinian tradition, which bears a complicated and changing
relationship to Platonism. Admittedly, Edwards’ vocabulary is replete with Platonic themes and
language. He speaks of “emanation,” “diffusion,” and God’s “self-communication,” and refers to
secondary beauty as “shadows” and “images” of primary beauty. However, he is eclectic and
original in his adaptation of Platonic motifs and terminology. Furthermore, Edwards’

acquaintance with Neoplatonism was secondary or tertiary at best.*®’

Consequently, the
interpreter of Edwards must not assume traditional meanings of Neo-platonic tropes, but must
allow for idiosyncratic usage in Edwards. The best of those who classify Edwards as a
Neoplatonist intuitively recognize this; they find it necessary to use various qualifiers for the
term.’®® Further, as innovative as Edwards can be, his ideas are not without theological
parentage. Edwards’ thought is rooted in Reformed Scholasticism, a la William Ames, Francis
Turretin, and Petrus Van Maastricht—to whom Edwards was far more indebted that he was to

the likes of Porphyry or Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite.’®

In the end, the usefulness of the label “Neo-platonic” is dubious, as applied to Edwards.

At the very least we must carefully distinguish between use of the term simpliciter or secundum

37 Whatever textual knowledge Edwards had of Platonism likely came through Reformed Scholasticism influenced
by the Cambridge Platonists by way of thinkers of the Florentine Academy, e.g., Marsilio Ficino and Giovanni
Pico della Mirandola.

3% Danaher, for instance, recognizes Edwards’ particular usage of Neoplatonic language and tropes. He says, “To
elaborate on this Neoplatonic vision, however, Edwards borrowed terms and concepts from Hutcheson
(“Beauty, Benevolence, and Virtue,” 396). Oliver Crisp qualifies his assessment: “Edwards’ view turns out to
be a version of Christian Neoplatonism in the Augustinian tradition” (emphasis added; Jonathan Edwards on
God and Creation, 56). Stephen Wilson notes that Edwards’ Neoplatonism is “theologically circumscribed”
(Virtue Reformed: Rereading Jonathan Edwards’ Ethics [Leiden: Brill Academic, 2005], 98). Examples could
be multiplied.

3% While Edwards read and approved Turretin, in 1747 he told his pupil Joseph Bellamy that Van Mastricht was
“much better than Turretin, or any other book in the world, except the Bible, in my opinion” (WJE 16, 217.)
McClymond and McDermott call Turretin and Van Mastricht Edwards’ “favorite authors” (Theology of
Jonathan Edwards, 323) and report that Edwards was required as a child to memorize William Ames’s Marrow
of Theology (ibid., 24).
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quid, paying particular attention to sow it is qualified. The term “Neoplatonism,” coined in the
nineteenth century, is an extremely imprecise one covering many related concepts applied
variously over many centuries. Edwards’ status as “Neoplatonist” will depend, in large measure,
on how we conceive Neoplatonism. While Neoplatonisms are eclectic and intricate philosophical
systems, the pertinent features of it for our purposes are (1) a conception of a “great chain of

59390

being,”””" rooted in a metaphysical monism; (2) a cosmological narrative that envisions creation

as a series of necessary emanations of divinity” ' into an imperfect material world;*? and (3) a
conception of salvation as an escape from embodiment and materiality through the ascent of the
soul achieved by moral askesis and intellectual contemplation to a mystical reunion with an
ineffable “One.”** Even if Edwards uses similar language at points, his thought bears little
conceptual resemblance to that of Plotinus or Porphyry and even less to the theurgy of
Iamblichus and Proclus. As to Christian Platonism, Edwards is generally Augustinian, but shares

394

little with the Neo-platonic strains of Augustine’s early thought.””" In Edwards we do not find the

395
d

escapism and devaluation of the material world*® typical of much Christian Platonism.**® Nor is

39 The locus classicus for the history of this idea is Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the
History of an Idea (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936).

In Plotinus, for instance, the One does not act to create (as in Edwards), but automatically generates a power
(dunamis), which is the Intellect (nous) and simultaneously the object of contemplation (thedria) of this
Intellect.

Again, for Plotinus, perfect Form (eidos) degenerates into material expression as it emanates from The One
through the Divine Mind (Nous), the Cosmic Soul (Psyche), and the World (Cosmos).

3%3 For more on Neoplatonic soteriology, see A. C. Lloyd, The Anatomy of Neoplatonism (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 1998), especially chapter 7, “Mysticism and Metaphysics.”

39 As in, e.g., On True Religion or the Soliloguies. Augustine’s methodology may be summarized by the axiom
fides quaerens intellectum, in which the middle word of this phrase, quaerens, or seeking, is determinative.
Therefore, his views change and develop.

395 While Edwards casts secondary beauty as “inferior” and derivative (in its relation to primary beauty), it is not
disparaged. On the contrary, it is extolled. Secondary beauty is a real communication of God’s glory. Indeed,
over half of Edwards’ Nature of True Virtue treats secondary beauty and natural virtue precisely because it is so
glorious as to be habitually mistaken for primary beauty and true. This, believes Edwards, is the error of the
Moral Sense theorists generally, and Hutcheson in particular.

3% Gregory of Nyssa is representative of this perspective regarding beauty when he states: “As regards the inquiry
into the nature of beauty, we see, again, that the man of half grown intelligence, when he observers an object

391
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secondary beauty valued merely instrumentally, to be discarded after it has served its purpose to
lead to a higher form of beauty. On the contrary, Edwards’ eschatological vision lauds—with
hopeful anticipation—secondary beauty as an eternal good.*’ Further, as a vehement opponent
of anything even remotely redolent of Pelagianism, Edwards certainly does not envision an
ascent-of-the-soul model of salvation.’”® Regarding Cambridge Platonism, which had some

399

influence on those who influenced Edwards™” (the only Cambridge Platonist that Edwards read

h**), Elizabeth Agnew Cochran demonstrates

directly, to my knowledge, was Ralph Cudwort
that Edwards’ thought bears as much discontinuity as it does continuity with Cambridge
Platonism.*”' T imagine that the Cambridge Platonists were the source of Edwards’ platonic
language, but clearly he significantly reworks both what those terms denote and connote in his

99 C6y 29 ¢¢

usage. While common Edwardsian tropes such as “shadows,” “images,” “emanation,” and

which is bathed in a glow of a seeming beauty, thinks that the object is in its essence beautiful. ... But the other,
whose mind’s eye is clear, and who can inspect such appearances, will neglect the elements which are the
material only upon which the Form of Beauty works” (emphasis added; On Virginity, 11, in A Select Library of
Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, Second Series, Volume V: Gregory of Nyssa:
Dogmatic Treatises, Etc., ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace [Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1978],
355).

397 Edwards envisions, “Paradise in the world to come, always springing up with well-scented and fragrant beauties,
a new Jerusalem paved with gold, and bespangled with stars, comprehending in its vast circuit such numberless
varieties, that a busy curiosity may spend itself about to all eternity” (WJE 8, 217).

3% This Christian Platonist notion of the ascent of the soul, drawing heavily on Neoplatonic religious ideas,
envisions a scheme for religious praxis and redemption (i.e., reunion) that may be summarized in three stages:
(1) moral purification, (2) introspection, and (3) mystical union; or, (1) “turn away,” (2) “turn in,” and (3) “turn
up.” Christian versions of this program found their archetypal expression in the writings of Origen, who
schematized the Christian life according to the three canonical writings of Solomon: Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and
the Song of Songs. The first stage, symbolized by the book of Proverbs, is the purgative stage, which is
essentially concerned with ethical and moral purification. The second, typified by Ecclesiastes, is an
illuminative stage, based in human contemplation, which is summarized by Solomon’s cry, “vanity, vanity, all
is vanity.” Solomon’s (and subsequently, our) realization entails not only an awareness that this world is not
ultimate, but also that God’s presence pervades all of creation (including the human soul). This evinces God’s
ineffability and omnipresence. The third, unitive stage follows from this and is summarized in the Canticles by
the affirmation “My Beloved is mine and I am His.” These three stages correspond to the three divisions of
Greek philosophy: Ethics (the purgative stage), Physics (the illuminative stage), and Anoptics or Metaphysics
(the unitive stage).

3% Here we think of people like Richard Sibbes, Stephen Charnock, John Flavel, and especially John Owen.

40 Bdwards owned Cudworth’s The True Intellectual System of the Universe (London, 1678; WJE 26, 191).

1 Elizabeth Agnew Cochran, Receptive Human Virtues: A New Reading of Jonathan Edwards’ Ethics (University
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 25, 31.
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“enlargement” have been commonly misread in a Neo-platonic fashion, all such terms pertain
not only to God’s relation to creation, but even more fundamentally for Edwards, are expressions
of God’s self-communication. Much, then, turns on precisely what Edwards means by
“communication.”

First, Edwards differs from Neoplatonism in God’s self-communication issues from love,
not necessity. Granted, God’s nature entails a disposition to repetition and enlargement (as in
some Neoplatonism); God, by habitus, is not just beauty and beautiful but also beautifying.
However, this disposition is actualized by God’s will. Edwards is strongly voluntarist;*** for him
God freely (and continually) chooses to create in love. All the communicated goodness of God,
from creatio ex nihilo to the beauty of nature to God’s self-giving of his Holy Spirit, is a freely
given gift of love, not an automatic emanation. For Edwards, following in his Reformed
tradition, this is the meaning of the Covenant: God, in love, freely chooses to condescend by
communicating and giving Godself to God’s creatures. Sola gratia applies not only in
soteriology, but in all God’s relations with God’s creation.

Secondly, however—and almost invariably missed—Edwards’ usage of the term
“communication” is formulated in very particular relation to Reformed orthodoxy. In the
seventeenth century, a standard distinction arose among the Reformed (partly to counter
Lutheran Christological notions of ubiquity and the communicatio idiomatum) between attributa
communicablia and attributa incommunicablia. The distinction was clear in Turretin, who tells

us that “among the various distinctions of the divine attributes, none occurs more frequently than

4021 use the term “voluntarism” loosely here. For Edwards, both the intellect and the will shape the affections, but it

is one’s disposition (one’s loves and hates) that energizes choice.
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that by which they are distributed into communicable and incommunicable.”*?* It was also
common coin in the Nadere Reformatie, the Dutch Second Reformation, which shaped Petrus
van Maastricht. “Of all the ways to classify God’s attributes,” Herman Bavinck observes,
“among Reformed theologians the distinction between communicable and incommunicable

properties became the favored distinction.”*"*

According to this distinction, no attributa (i.e.,
attributes, properties, or perfections of God) are—or could be—communicated in a univocal
sense from God to his creatures. However, some attributes, namely the communicable ones (e.g.,
love, graciousness, knowledge, goodness, mercy, etc.) can, in an analogical sense, be imparted to
creatures.*” Some Puritans, and Edwards, can even use the term “infused” for certain of these
virtues.**® Nonetheless, some aztributa remain incommunicable—even analogically. These are
the incommunicable attributes (e.g., infinity, perfection, impassibility, immutability, etc.). By
locating communicable attributes under a doctrine of analogy, Reformed Scholasticism could
affirm that the regenerate do partake of God’s nature through union with Christ and the

indwelling of the Holy Spirit, and not blur the infinite qualitative distinction between creator and

creature.

It is in this sense, not a Platonic one, that the Reformed thinkers used terms like

99 ¢

“shadow,” image,” “trace,” or “vestige.” Turretin, for instance, uses the word “shadow” this way

493 Erancis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology: Volume 1: First Through 10 Topics, ed. James T. Dennison,
trans. George Musgrave Giger (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed Publishing, 1992), 189.

4% Herman Bavinck, The Doctrine of God (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1979). Edwards, while he uses
these terms and concepts, actually prefers the terms natural and moral attributes, and real and relational
attributes.

%93 In a description of heaven as eternal progress (or epekstasy) Edwards says, “There are many reasons to think that
what God has in view, in an increasing communication of himself throughout eternity.” He goes on, however, to
frame this in terms of the communicable attributes of “an increasing knowledge of God, love to him, and joy in
him” (End of Creation, WJE 8, 443). Commenting on this passage, Paul Ramsey concludes, “Progress in
heaven can be (only) asymptotic; monism will never be” (WJE 8, 639n5).

4% This term, of course, was polemical in the Reformation if applied to justification (which Trent affirms and the
Reformers deny), but John Owen, Edwards, and others use it freely in terms of sanctification. On this see
Appendix IV, “Infused Virtues in Edwardsean and Calvinistic Context,” WJE 8, 739-50.
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when he says that God “willed to express in his creatures some resemblance and shadow of his
own perfections.”**” He can speak of “any image and trace ... found in creatures” of God’s
attributes being “similar or analogous,” containing “some appearance or certain faint vestiges” of
God.**® It is also in this sense that Edwards deploys the term “communication.” He says

regarding the nature of the Holy Spirit,

which he communicates something of to the saints, and therefore is called by divines in
general a communicable attribute; and the saints are made partakers of his holiness, as the
Scripture expressly declares (Heb. 12:10), and that without imparting to them his

409
essence.

Elsewhere Edwards is aghast at the thought that he could be misunderstood to mean the
“abominable and blasphemous” and “heretical” idea that God communicates his essence to

creatures. He says,

Not that the saints are made partakers of the essence of God, and so are ‘Godded’ with
God, and ‘Christed’ with Christ, according to the abominable and blasphemous language
and notions of some heretics; but, to use the Scripture phrase, they are made partakers of

God’s fullness (Eph. 3:17-19; John 1:16).*"°

’ unicati ) ) ) w what it would i
So then, God’s “communication” in this sense in no way means what it would in an
] ) 1 whi ) ) univ ) w
Neo-platonic schema in which being (in some univocal sense) emanates from higher to lower
W ) ) Wil
forms, or where created beings are mere “copies” of some eternal Form or Archetype. William

Spohn falls prey to this mistake when he conceives the relation between primary and secondary

407 Turretin, Institutes, 190, emphasis added.
%8 Ibid.
0 wIE 8, 639, emphasis added.

419 wJE 2, 203. In spite of this denial, readers in his day (as in ours) were confused as to what he really meant by
God’s communication. This is evidenced by a letter he received after the publication of the Religious Affections.
“As to my saying that the Spirit of God,” Edwards wrote in response, “in his saving operation communicates
himself to the soul in his own proper nature, implying, as you suppose, God’s communicating his essence [sic]
... I have particularly explained my meaning and expressly declared what I do not mean, that by his proper
nature I don’t mean his essence” (“Unpublished Letter on Assurance and Participation in the Divine Nature,” in
WJE 8, 638).
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beauty in Edwards on the “Neo-Platonic model of image and reality, type and archetype.”*'!

Indeed, native to Edwards’ conceptual apparatus is the Reformed Scholastic distinction,
not between type and archetype, but between ectype and archetype, or theologia ectypa

and theologia archetypa.*'

This distinction, rooted in the creator/creature distinction, pertains to
epistemology, not ontology: archetypal knowledge is that perfect knowledge God has of Godself
and is known only to him, whereas ectypal knowledge of God is that which God reveals.*'
Revelation to finite and fallen creatures is always, following the Calvinist principle,
“accommodation” to those creatures.*'* This knowledge of God, far from apprehending an
ontological instantiation of being, as in Neoplatonism, is analogical knowledge with no one-to-
one correspondence between our conceptions of God and his essence.*'> Richard Muller

summarizes the implications of the archetype/ectype distinction well, saying,

Thus, the theology of the Reformation recognized not only that God is distinct from his
revelation and that the one who reveals cannot be fully comprehended in the revelation,
but also that the revelation, given in a finite and understandable form, must truly rest on
the eternal truth of God: this is the fundamental message and intention of the distinction

between archetypal and ectypal theology.*'®

" William C. Spohn, “Jonathan Edwards and Sovereign Beauty,” Santa Clara University Publications, n.d.
Accessed September 19, 2011, http://www.scu.edu/ethics/publications/submitted/spohn/jonathanedwards.html.

For more on this distinction, see Richard A. Muller, After Calvin: Studies in the Development of a Theological
Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003) and Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics, vol.
1, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2003).

413 As John Owen puts it, “God has, in His mind, an eternal plan or concept which is truth, and which He wishes to
be known by us. All of our theology, therefore, flows from that act of divine will by which He wishes to make
known this truth to us” (Biblical Theology, or the Nature, Origin, Development, and Study of Theological Truth
in Six Books, trans. Stephen P. Westcott [Pittsburgh: Soli Deo Gloria Publications, {1661} 1994], 15).

As Calvin puts it, “F