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Abstract
Voltaire's Essai sur les moeurs et !'esprit des nations is commonly understood
as the first modern work of history. The introduction to that work, also known as
La Philosophie de I'histoire,

is a repudiation of traditional history, a genre

whose representative work was Jacques Bénigne Bossuet's Discours sur
l'histoire universelle. Bossuet's history suffers from a general flaw, i.e. the
doctrinal use of imagery. As a result, the Discours was vulnerable to Voltaire's
attack; he denied the reality of its spiritual substance, and he ridiculed the
details of its imagery.
The work of Eric Voegelin is a valuable tool for revealing the spiritual
substance underlying Christian imagery.

Voegelin offers a philosophical

framework for re-examining traditional history.

Furthermore, Hans Urs von

Baithasar's A Theology of History represents apowerful alternative to doctrinal
history.

His book explores the problem of time and human existence through

the optic of faith, but it is not dependent upon the details of traditional Christian
history ridiculed by Voltaire.
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What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow
Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,
You cannot say, or guess, for you know only
A heap of broken images, where the sun beats,
And the dead tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief,
And the dry stone no sound of water. Only
There is shadow under this red rock,
(Come in under the shadow of this red rock),
And Iwill show you something different from either
Your shadow at evening rising to meet you;
Iwill show you what you fear in ahandful of dust.
T.S. Eliot, The Wasteland
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Introduction:

The Intellectual Setting

Eric Voegelin has characterized the Enlightenment as an intellectual
movement

that

included

"a

denial

of

cognitive

value

to

experiences.. .the atrophy of Christian transcendental experiences

...

spiritual
[and the

campaign] to enthrone the Newtonian method of science as the only valid
method of arriving at truth."' The philosophes
the intellectual revolution

--

--

the informal vanguard party of

"had no sense of the reality of another world, no

interest in plumbing spiritual depths."2 As will be shown, Voegelin's description
of the general thrust of Enlightenment thinking characterizes the question of
Enlightenment historiography in its quest to replace traditional history. Indeed,
it seems that the study of history was a preoccupation of Enlightenment
thinkers. 3
The Enlightenment marked an intellectual revolution whose effects
pervade the modern West. 4 The methods of "natural science" were extended to
men and to society. 5
religion, nature

--

The secularization included thinking about morals,

all elements of culture. 6 The so-called "new science", ushered

in by the Enlightenment assumes that physics and other "mathematized
sciences" constitute the model "to which all other sciences ought to conform." 7
More importantly, it argues that "all realms of being are accessible to the

1Eiic Voegelin, From Enlightenment to Revolution (Durham N.C.: Duke University Press, 1975),
p.3.
2Franklin Le Van Baumer, Main currents oWestern Thought, 4th Ed. (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1978), p. 365.
3 George H. Sabine, A History of Political Theory (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1950), p.
624.
4Donald Kagan, Steven Ozment and Frank M. Turner, The Western Heritage since 1648 (New
York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1987), p. 597.
5Le Van Baumer, Main Currents oWestern Thought, pp. 365-366.
7Eric

Voegelin, "The Origins of Scientism," in Social Research 15 (1948) :p. 462.
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methods of the sciences of phenomena; and

.

.

.

that all reality which is not

accessible to sciences of phenomena is either irrelevant or.

.

.

illusory." 8

Karl Löwith has likewise written of a "crisis in the history of European
consciousness, when providence was replaced by progress." 9

The shift is

exemplified by the contrast between the accounts of "universal history" by
Jacques Benigne Bossuet and by Voltaire.

The shift is noteworthy, since it

signals atransfer of putative intellectual authority toward the new science, and
away from Christianity, a symbolic universe and a way of thinking that had
dominated western minds for 1800 years.
Accordingly, this thesis will aim at analyzing the theoretical conflict
between the universal history of Bossuet and the general history of Voltaire. 1°
Necessarily, the emphasis here will fall on the conceptual unity of each account,
rather than on the historical details covered by the works. Eric Voegelin's work
provides a theoretical setting within which the debate can be understood and
forces us to conclude that the visions of both Voltaire and Bossuet are flawed;
Hans Urs von Balthasar's work shows that the question of universal history is a
perennial one, and that the power of Christian speculation on the subject was
not exhausted during the Enlightenment.
The principal details of Voltaire's influential life are well known.

Born

Francois Marie Arouet in 1694, eight years before the death of Bossuet, he
became Voltaire upon his release from the Bastille in

1718.11

Arouet received his education at the hands of Paris Jesuits. 12

The young

His work runs

81bid
9Karl

LOwith, Meaning in History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949), p. 104.
distinguishes between the two works, pointing out that Voltaire emphasizes an
expansion of empirical horizons, whereas Bossuet's project sees history as "directed toward one
single end and unifying
the whole course of events." Löwith, Meaning in History, p. 111.
11 Will and Ariel Durant, The Age of Voltaire (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1965), p.3.
12 1b1d., p.4.
10 LOwith

...
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the gamut of genres, from satire to tragedy 13 and was sufficiently indiscreet to
earn him two stints in the Bastille.

He lived in exile in England from 1726-

1729.14 His friend, Madame du Châtelet, offered him shelter and protection for
ten years; 15 he also spent three years in Potsdam at the request of Frederick
11.16
The facts of Bossuet's life are less well known than those of Voltaire. He
seems principally to be remembered as a doctrinaire apologist for the Church
and adefender of the divine right of kings in aera when the French aristocracy
was especially autocratic. 17
Jacques Bénigne Bossuet was born in 1627 in Dijon, into a bourgeois
family steeped

in

Counter-Reformation Catholicism. 18

Bossuet's early

education was acquired at the College of Navarre where he encountered such
teachers as Jean de Launoy, who, in the interests of historical accuracy dared
to "question the truth of some of the legends of the saints and the authenticity of
documents that had long been thought genuine. 1119
Bossuet acquired his doctorate in theology from the Sorbonne in 1652. 20
His career as acleric included positions as the Bishop of Condom and Meaux.
Some of the offices he occupied were merely sinecures; he was also described
as "Councillor of the King," and "senior Almoner to the Dauphine." 21

More

13 As the object of Voltaire's polemic, Bossuet is in good company, since Voltaire "repeatedly
condemned Shakespeare for lack of taste and ignorance of the classical rules of the drama..." Sir
Paul Harvey, The Oxford Companion to English Literature (London: Oxford University Press,
1967), sm. "Voltaire."
pp. 863-863, and Durant, The Age of Voltaire, pp. 35-36.
15 Harvey ,The Oxford Companion to English Literature, p. 863.
16 1bid
17 Kagan et al., The Western Heritage: Since 1648, pp. 462-463.
18Jacques LeBrun, La Spiritualité de Bossuet (Paris: Librairie C. Klincksieck, 1972), pp. 20-21.
19 E.E. Reynolds, Bossuet (Garden City, New York: Doubleday and Company, 1963), p. 25.
p. 28.
21 Ibid. p. 95.

.
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importantly, he spent the years between 1670 and 1681 as tutor to the heir
apparent of Louis XIV

--

a mediocre student who never became king. 22 The

Discourse on Universal History was written during Bossuet's tenure as the
Dauphin's tutor. The document thus touches on the importance of history for
rulers,

23

among anumber of other contemporary controversies.

The Discours

has been called an oeuvre de circonstance

aimed at

refuting Spinoza, and Richard Simon, which incidentally involved its author in
the so-called Gallican dispute between Pope Innocent XI and Louis XIV. 24
Moreover, Bossuet hints at the other debates in which he participated, making
implicit references in the Discours to Protestant theology and the free-thinking
that denied the reality of providence at work in history. 25
Bossuet spent his life defending the orthodoxy of the Catholic Church. In
this endeavor he was engaged in disputes with Protestants, quietists,
philologists, and defenders of such social institutions as the theatre and the
practice of usury. 26 Like the Jansenists, Bossuet condemned the theatre. His
position placed him in opposition to FOnélon and to the Jesuits, both of whom
approved it, arguing that Christians could find useful lessons and innocent
pleasure in a purified tragedy and comedy. 27 Generally, however, Bossuet was
opposed to the Jansenist severity on the question of morals, and once again

22 Reynolds,

Bossuet, p. 74.
Bénigne Bossuet, Discours sur !'histoire universelle, in Oeuvres Completes de
Bossuet, vol. 4, Oeuvres Théologiques (London: Les Prétres de l'immaculée conception de
Saint-Dizier, 1862) pp. 94-95.
24 0rest Ranum, "Introduction ,
"to Jacques Bénigne Bossuet, The Discourse on Universal
History, trans. Elborg Forster (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976) p. viii.
25 LOwfth, Meaning in History, p. 137.
26 G. Lanson, Bossuet (Paris: Société Française d'imprimerie et de librairie, 1898), Collection des
classiques populaires, p.187.
27 1bid., p.199.
23Jacques

,

,
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acted as an intermediary between a sect that had strayed into heterodoxy. 28
We will summarize some of those controversies below.
Richard Simon's study of Bible history was a social scientist's or
historian's examination of that document

--

faith and authority were excluded

from considerations of that document's trustworthiness. 29

The distance

between Simon and Bossuet has been described as evidence of the "essential
opposition between faith and science and the powerlessness of traditional
theology in the face of rationalist critique"30
The dispute over the doctrine of Quietism began with a woman named
Mme. Guyon, described as a having an ardent heart and an "esprit mal
équilibré." 31

It was a quarrel for which he was ill-prepared, having no

command of the body of mystical literature 32 and that left him embittered. 33
Behind the eccentric lady was Fénélon, a priest that Bossuet had believed a
reliable student of his own 34 despite other differences that separated the two.
The doctrine of quietism takes several forms. 35 Briefly stated, it is an
ideal of meditative stillness, in which the soul contemplates God and releases
all worldly concerns. The expectation is that through a purely passive state,

28 Ibid., pp. 199-200.
29 W.J. Sparrow Simpson, A Study of Bossuet (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1937), p 57.
30" ...on verrait éclater I'opposition essentielle do la foi et de la science, et l'impuissance de la
thOologie traditionnelle arumor I'oeuvre de la critique rationaliste, faute d'un principe commun oC
elles peuvent se rencontrer." Lanson, Bossuet, p. 188.
31 j Calvet, Bossuet, L'homme et L'oeuvre (Paris: Hatier-Boivin, 1941), p77.
32 1b1d., p78.
33 E.K. Sanders, Jacques Bénigne Bossuet: A Study (New York: The Macmillan Company,
1921), P. 302.
34 1b1d.
35uch 0se complexe et flottante" Ibid., p83
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which accepts even damnation, if that be the will of God, the soul shows its
dedication to God alone, and not even to personal salvation. 36
Bossuet objected to the "dangerous sickness" 37 of quietism, holding that
the love of God and obtaining one's salvation and thereby God were
inseparable. 38 For Bossuet, the love of God that saves men is an active love. 39
Among the literary fruit of the debate were L'Instruction sur les Otats de I'oraison
and Relation sur le Quiétisme.

In the end, Fénélon's book was condemned, 4°

but the tradition, according to Calvet, failed to emerge unscathed.
the principles of authority, rule and tradition

--

even faith itself

--

He counts
among the

injured. 41
Calvet has portrayed the dispute as the religious form of the quarrel of
Ancients and Moderns, 42 reflecting aChristian crisis of conscience at the birth of
modernity. 43 There are elements of the Voltaire-Bossuet debate about history
mirrored in the question of quietism. Calvet speaks of a human spirit gaining
confidence in itself and finding itself attracted to autonomy in the face of afixed
and "levelling" tradition. 44

In this spiritual environment, a "living theology" of

mysticism vyed to replace the traditional, patristic one. 45 Of course the main

36u11 taut laisser tomber, dépouiller toute preoccupation, toute activité égoIste, devenir passif . .
11
taut se Iivrer a
Dieu qui nous travaillera par la purification passive.." Calvet, Bossuet, L'homme et
L'oeuvre, pp. 84-85.
37 1b1d., p. 85.
38u .aimer Dieu et so sauver en obtenant pour recompense ce Dieu qu'il aime, sont deux
choses qu'il ne sépare pas." Ibid.
39 "Cet amour ouvrier de salut est un amour actif..
Ibid.
40 Ibid.
.

."

41 Ibid., p.93.
42 1bjd., p.86.
Ibk1.
44 1b1d.

45".. .I'homme avait pris contiance dans sa force, I'individu s'était dressé autonome devant la
tradition niveleuse et un peu figOe.
C'était la forme religieuse do la querelle des Anciens et des
Modernes, la querelle de la tradition et de "Ia vie", et par la suite des circonstances, la querelle de
la raison universelle et du sentiment individuel. Nous so mmes en presence d'une crise de
conscience chrétienne et aux sources mêmes du monde moderne." Ibid.
. .

7
difference appears in the outcome:

no authority conquered the free play of

Voltaire's enlightened mind.
During his time as Bishop of Meaux, Bossuet laboured for the reunion of
the Protestant churches with Rome. 46 His counterpart in the negotiations was
Leibniz and once again Bossuet's behaviour was characterized by moderation
and diplomacy. 47 The talks stalled once, when Leibniz argued that the Council
of Trent must be considered never to have happened, since the Reformed
churches did not participate.

Bossuet's rejected the notion, since the Church

cannot renounce a "solemn act in the religious life of the Church" or cease to
exercise the "privileges of the true Church"48 merely because of the absence of
the Protestants. 49
Bossuet also addressed himself to the general congregation of the
Protestant churches, in the belief that doctrinal disputes were frequentlythe
result of misunderstanding, rather than real difference. 5° His explanation of
Catholic doctrine, and his history of Protestantism, represent his attempts to
persaude his opponents with theological argument and aconciliatory attitude.
Both the Discours and Bossuet's book on politics
propres paroles de l'Ecriture sainte

--

--

La Politique tirée des

include Bossuet's thoughts on the proper

relationship between Church and State.

On this subject, as elsewhere,

Bossuet's position was subtle and he acted as a moderating influence.
Voegelin notes that the unwillingness of the Church to cede economic and
financial power to the emerging nation-states was a factor contributing to the

46 IbfrJ
P. 64.
47aLeibniz voulait décréter I'unité, Bossuet voulait la construire" Ibid.,
49 According

p.

71.

to Calvet, the decisive obstacle to the reunion was political: Leibniz terminated the
talks on orders from the Protestant princes of Gernany. Ibid.
50 Sanders, Jacques Bénigne Bossuet pp. 61-63.
,

8
Gallicanism of the fifteenth century. 51

For Bossuet, Gallicanism was a serious

religious question, 52 not merely an arena of realpolitik between Louis XIV and
the Pope. 53 Bossuet's position has been reported as one accepting the spiritual
authority of the Pope

--

subject to some limitations

--

but rejecting papal claims

to power over French politics. 54 Furthermore, according to Bossuet, the "claim
of the Pope to infallibility was an encroachment on the authority of the
episcopate."55 But while Bossuet denied infallibility to the occupant of the papal
office, he was assured that the Church would always avoid heresy because any
error permitted by an individual Pope "would be corrected by the Church in
Council." 56

In the drafting of the four Gallican articles, Bossuet's influence is

recorded as a moderating one 57
Bossuet is erroneously remembered principally as a defender of the
divine right of kings. 58 In along career spent in the eye of numerous intellectual
storms, the question of the divine right of kings appears inBossuet's La
Politique tirée des propres paroles de l'Ecriture as one element among many in
the Christian government of a nation. It was Bossuet's position that monarchy
was the most natural and best of governments, 59 that royal authority was

Eric Voegelin, From Enlightenment to Revolution,

p. 19.
controversy on the Gallican principles was concerned with the limits of the authority of the
Roman See towards the State on the one hand, and towards the episcopate on the other.
Bossuet supported the first of the Gallican Articles of 1682 concerning the independent authority
of the State within its own sphere insisting that the secular power is of God, is supreme in temporal
affairs, that the head of the State can be excommunicated by the Church but cannot be
dethroned, and that the effect of excommunication is spiritual, but does no alter his temporal
rights and position." Sparrow Simpson, A Study of Bossuet, p. 77.
53 1bid., p. 61.
54 Reynolds, Bossuet, p. 51.
55 Sparrow Simpson, A Study of Bossuet, p. 61.
56 1bid., p. 69.
57 1bid., p.72.
58 Kagan, et al., The Western Heritage Since 1648, p. 463.
59 Jacques Bénigne Bossuet, La Politique tirée des propres paroles de !'Ecriture sainte, in
Oeuvres completes de Bossuet ,vol. 7, Gallicanisme (Paris: Les Prétres de l'immaculée
conception de Saint-Dizier, 1863), pp. 614-615.

51

52 "The

9
paternal, absolute and sacred, 6° and that obedience to the monarch was
dictated by religion and conscience. 61 The king was answerable to no man 62
and disobedience was excusable only when the king ruled against the will of
God. 63

However, the king's responsibility in Bossuet's mind was only to his

subjects and their good. 64 His purpose was to provide for their welfare,
especially that of the poor. 65 It was the king's task to set agood example to his
subjects. The king was subject to the law, just as his subjects were, even if he
was not liable for punishment. 66 Good government for Bossuet is an enterprise
governed by reason and intelligence. 67 Self knowledge, knowledge of human
nature and statesmanship were essential; 68 close attention to the advice of
trustworthy advisors was imperative. 69 And although the king fears nothing in
this world,

even the most powerful king must be mindful of providence.

For

Bossuet, kings should be fearful of punishments to be meted out in the next
world, and even the most pious kings will be judged very harshly, because God.
has placed His confidence in them, allowing them riches and power. 7°
The range covered by the "debate" between Bossuet and Voltaire is too
broad to be considered exhaustively. From this brief summary, it is evident that
Bossuet found himself at the centre of numerous intellectual disputes. Voltaire
initiated several on his own.

61

p. 618.
1bid.,p. 619.

62 1b1d.,p.

63 1b1d.,p.

629.
671.

p.621.
p. 622.

P. 631.
P. 638.

pp. 644 650.
p. 650.
70 1bid., p. 774.
68 1b1d.,
69 1b1d.,

Many elements of the "crisis of European

10
consciousness" can be considered via astudy of the two men in their treatment
of history.
The Discours and the Essai

offer widely divergent accounts of the

events of the past, but both claim to offer and account of "universal" history. It
seems that any sound account of history requires a principle of unity.

For a

universal history to be meaningful, "in the first place the object that shows a
meaningful structure has to be constituted as a whole."71 Now, it has been
observed that, since humans are still enacting history, the meaning of history
cannot be established on the basis of certain knowledge of the whole. 72 Still,
the job of historiography is not futile, even though all the facts of human
existence in time are not known:
"History
is meaningful only by indicating some transcendent purpose
beyond the actual facts. But, since history is is amovement in time, the
purpose is agoal. Single events as such are not meaningful, nor is a
mere succession of events. To venture astatement about the meaning of
historical events is possible only when their telos becomes apparent."73
...

While the quest for meaning in history is undoubtedly a difficult one, the
search turns out to have political significance, because, as Eric Voegelin says,
"The existence of man in political society is historical existence; and atheory of
politics, if it penetrates to principles, must at the same time be a theory of
history."74
The standard Christian motivation behind the study of history is "an
attempt to understand the meaning of history as the meaning of suffering by

71 Eric Voegelin, From Enlightenment to Revolution, p. 10.
72 Eric Voegelin, "What is History," in The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin, vol. 28. What is
H!istory and other Late Unpublished Writings, eds. Thomas A. Holiweck and Paul Canngella,
Baton Rouge: Lousiana State University Press, 1990), p. 9.
3Löwith, Meaning In History, p.5.
74 Eric Voegelin, The New Science of Poltics (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1987),
p.1.

9
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historical

action." 75

Bossuet's particular account is marked by his

understanding of the importance of the Church in the advancement of history. 76
With Voltaire, the aim for a universal meaning persists, but its "center is shifted
from the sacred to the profane level." 77 Voltaire's is ahistory that strives toward
universality by way of completeness. 78
Although Bossuet's Discours is commonly chosen as the last socially
effective defense of Christian historiography, 79 emphasis on the elements of the
work varies.

In addition to Voltaire's famous response to the history, two

assessments of Bossuet's work are helpful.

The first is offered by Thérèse

Goyet, in her book L'Humanisme de Bossuet, and the second comes from Karl
Löwith's short volume Meaning in History. For Goyet, Bossuet's originality lies
in his interest in the profane history of mankind.

She describes him as a

Christian humanist. 8° Bossuet's account of profane history functions as a
logical system; although it is "enveloped" in divine will, a natural chain of cause
and effect rule. 81

Goyet applauds Bossuet's scholarly temperament and his

careful study of history, which she compares to the later humanist model of the
good scholar. 82 She presents as humanist Bossuet's view that human as well
as divine lessons can be gleaned from the study of history. 83

75 LOwith,

Bossuet's efforts

P. 3.
is more of achurchman than Augustine is. His work is not so much acity of God as a
history of the triumphant church on the pattern of Eusebius." Karl LOwith, Meaning in History
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949), p. 139.
'
7Eric Voegelin, From Enlightenment to Revolution, p. 7.
78 1bjd., p. 8.
79 1t was so chosen by Voegelin in From Enlightenment to Revolution, and by LOwith in Meaning
In History. The subsequent fame of Voltaire's history suggests that it replaced Bossuet's as the
socially dominant history.
80Thérèse Goyet, L'Humanisme de Bossuet
vol. 2, L'humanisme phiosophique (Paris:
Librairie Klincksieck 1965), p. 697.
81 Ibid., p. 271.
82 1b1'j
333.
83 1bid., p. 334.

76 "Bossuet

,
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are contrasted with those of St. Augustine's in City of God and Goyet calls the
former

an "explanation" of history, rather than a theology or philosophy of

history. 84

It is this emphasis on mechanics over metaphysics, according to

Goyet, that opened Bossuet up to attacks from the philosophes. 85 Goyet's
vision of Bossuet suggests an expansion of the empirical horizon of history from
the narrowness of the biblical to the inclusiveness of the worldwide. The limits
to Bossuet's humanism are imposed by his Christianity, and a study of the
Discours will clarify those boundaries. The general principles and elements in
Bossuet's history are examined in

Chapter One.

These include the

paramountcy of the Bible as the model of history, and as the preeminant
historical source.

The result is a linear history between creation and the

coronation of Charlemagne.

Bossuet depends on the literal truth of the Bible;

he dates events in sacred history from the Creation, through the Flood and
God's covenant with Abraham to Christ.
The theoretical core of Bossuet's history is the story of the Israelite
struggle with God as chronicled in the Bible. The narrative thread is elaborated
with details from western (especially Greek and Roman) empires, and among
the projects of the history is thereconciliation of profane with sacred history.
Bossuet's account of profane history is dependent on the Bible for its material,
but not for its method

--

hence Goyet's assertion that Bossuet is a Christian

humanist. 86 Such qualities in Bossuet's work are central to this thesis: it can be
argued that Bossuet's vision of history includes aliteralization of the Biblical tale
--

Bossuet's history emphasizes the phenomenal evidence of spiritual truths. In

Bossuet's hands, the Biblical model of history is providence, defined in this case

85 1bid.,
86 Ibj

pp. 330-331.
p. 331.
pp. 124, 252-253
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as the effective presence of God in history.

It seems that Bossuet's

understanding of providence sees God in the history not only of the Israelites,
but of the Babylonians, Romans and even the French. The logic of a literalized
understanding of the Bible forces Bossuet to demonstrate the progress of
empires toward their encounters with Israel.

Thus, Bossuet blurs the

Augustinian division between sacred and profane history.
The second commentary on Bossuet's history to be considered here is
that offered by Karl Läwith.

It has been argued that providence serves as

Bossuet's idée-maItresse. 87 According to Läwith, "Bossuet's understanding of
history stands and falls with the thesis that the whole course of human history is
guided by providence." 88 Bossuet's notion of providence is therefore decisive
to the "debate" with Voltaire, and also to some Christian critiques of his account.
This question is considered below in Chapter Two.
An examination of Bossuet's model of providence is essential for
understanding his formulation of the relationship between God and man.
providence not only is the machinery by which God develops history (as will be
shown, it is appropriate to say that for Bossuet, God "does" history), but it is also
the way God touches the minds of men. It seems that in Bossuet's
understanding the tradition and the Church record the history of God's active,
charismatic providence. The Church acquires the right to interpret tradition by
dint of its continuous historical connection with the events of charismatic
providence.

As the heir to the history of God's education of mankind, the

Church can command obedience and this may lead the obedient to personal
salvation. The Church and the tradition thereby become a secondary form of
87 Sister

Georgiana Terstegge, Providence as Idée-Maitresse in the Works of Bossuet
(Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 1948).
ts 8 LOwjth Meaning in History ,p. 137.
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providence, that is,

a mediator between the will of God and the faith of men.

Furthermore, the Church is directly providential in that the God is made present
in men's lives through it. Since the Catholic Church is the heir to God's history
of involvement with men, there is, in Bossuet's estimation, little need to consider
non-Church history.

Bossuet's model of providence implies a denial of a

plurality of traditions; for him, the Church is the sole heir to truth in the universe.
The active character of providence for Bossuet is germane to his use of biblical
imagery and the meaning of religious truth. Bossuet's emphasis on charismata
and literal faith in obedience is precisely that which leaves him vulnerable to
the Voltairean critique.
Läwith objects to Bossuet's use of providence in explaining history. As
depicted by Löwith,

Bossuet's model of providence is capricious and almost

magical. Moreover, Läwith denies Bossuet's history contains any intermediate
value as history for explaining events: "Ultimately, not only sacred history but
also the rise and fall of empires must be explained by secret ordering; they
cannot be understood by mere historical, i.e. particular causes." 89 It is more
accurate to say, with Läwith, that although Bossuet's inclusion of divine action
in a theory of profane politics presents problems for his status as a purely
traditional Christian historiographer, 9°the model itself is elegant, and more
complex than LOwith allows.

A closer examination of Bossuet's model of

providence will show Löwith's complaint to be overstated.

Meaning in History, p. 139.
has been said concerning contemporary Christendom could also be said concerning the
elaborate application of the belief in providence to the understanding of history: "the less the
better": A more modest use of providence would be less questionable and more Christian."
LOwith, p. 142. and "A World which calls itself Christian is acontradition in terms, and aChristian
understanding of history can be based only on the fundamental antagonism between the
Kingdom of God and the kingdoms of man." Ibid., p. 144.

89 LOwith,
90 What
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La Politique tirOe de l'Ecriture sainte
Bossuet's oeuvre. 91

is the partner of the Discours in

Both works relate the action of divine providence in the

political existence of men; the latter assumes a context of Christianity for
political action.

A thorough study of Bossuet's theory of the relation between

Christian truth and political existence would examine his Politics. In it, Bossuet
argues that "all power comes from God" 92 and specifically, "God establishes
kings to be his ministers." 93

As well, that "Jesus Christ established, by his

doctrine and his examples, the love that citizens ought to have for their
country." 94 A full consideration of the Politique is not possible in this thesis;
however, the work is helpful in establishing some of the elements of Bossuet's
politics as we shall indicate.
Voltaire's history has two components.

The first is the so-called

Philosophie de I'histoire: this is asustained attack on many of the prinicples to
be found in Bossuet's history. The second is the Essal sur les moeurs proper, a
wide-ranging consideration of civilizations in history, with special emphasis on
popular beliefs and material accomplishments. To many, it represents the first
example of the new science of historiography , following the demolition of the
old.
The Philosophie takes aim at many of the things Bossuet adduces as
proofs of providence in Christian history: miracles, prophecy, the accuracy of
the biblical account of creation and so on. Voltaire presents his argument in a
number of guises: asmattering of new science here, some ridicule there. He
portrays the obedient faith promoted by Bossuet as the response of dupes to the
91 Terstegge,
92 Bossuet,

Providence as ldëe-MaTtresse in the Works of Bossuet,
La Politique, p. 618.

pp.

41-42.

93 1b1d.
94"Jésus-Christ

établit, par sa doctrine et par ses exemples, I'amour que les citoyens doivent avoir
pour leur patrie." Ibid., p. 608.

16
tricks of charlatans. What he does not do is consider Christian faith in its own
terms. Instead he develops a model for explaining how faith such things as the
Christian God are the product of an overactive imagination. 95
Eric Voegelin has provided a conceptual framework for understanding
the debate between Bossuet and Voltaire. According to Voegelin, "symbolisms"
such as the Christian account of history are provoked by experiences of worldtranscendent reality.

He has indicated the importance of retaining the

experiential basis of such an account, but has also outlined the many obstacles
that hinder its maintenance.

For Voegelin, a doctrinal account of Christian

history such as the one offered by Bossuet, fails to evoke the underlying
experiences fully. This is inevitably difficult, since the cognitive medium of faith
is difficult and prone to "derailments."
As if in response to Voegelin's observation, Hans Urs von Baithasar
provides a "nucleus" of Christian history that is unlike Bossuet's.

Depending

purely on the ability of language to evoke the truth, Balthasar dispenses with the
traditional dependence on proofs such as charismata and Church authority to
defend his history. Baithasar's account of Christian history has asingle focus
Christ.

--

All linear developments are understood in the light of the "existential

union of God and man." The divine-human dynamic is understood as located
primarily in the medium of faith. His book, A Theology of History, shows the
essentials of Christian history, shorn of the problematic details that opened
Bossuet to Voltaire's attack, suggesting that the effectiveness of Voltaire's
critique of Christian history is more social than theoretical, and more focused
95uPour savoir comment tous ces cuRes ou ces superstitions s'étabflrent, ii me semble qu'il faut
suivre la marche de I'esprit humain abandonné a
Iui-méme." Voltaire, "Introduction" to Essai sur
les Moeurs et l'esprit des nations et sur les principaux faits de l'histoire depuis Charlemagne
jusqu'a Louis XII, ed. René Pomeau (Paris: Editions Gamier Frères, 1963), 1:13. In this thesis,
the Introduction to the Essai is referred to as the Philosophie de l'histoire.
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on Bossuet and his doctrines, than on the essential spiritual experiences of the
Christian tradition. Chapter One of this thesis will argue that Bossuet's history
is a work uniting the study of history with Christian conceptions of morality and
truth as they emerge from the events of the past. The pattern of the Discours is
dominated by the Bible.

It seems that Bossuet's treatment of the biblical

material shows atendency to interpret the Bible as literally true. The elements
of this treatment include: dating events in history according to the strict
reckoning of the Biblical account; the inclusion of Biblical events as meaningful,
even though they do not follow the thread of development in Bossuet's history;
and the study of empires because they are mentioned in the Bible, even though
they are not part of the core story of the Israelites.
Chapter Two will examine the dominant motif of Bossuet's work, and one
that is the theoretical underpinning of the Discours.

Providence is Bossuet's

elegant, if flawed and much criticized model for explaining the active, effective
presence of divine will in human existence, including politics. Bossuet depicts a
divine will whose effective power permeates the hierarchy of cause and effect in
history, with all cause and effect ultimately traceable to divine will.
Chapter Three emphasizes the critical elements of the Voltaire's Essai
as centred on three elements of Bossuet's history.

First, Voltaire's

understanding of the nature of reality and God denies the principle of unity of
the Discours

--

truth and virtue as subjects united to the will of God and revealed

by God in history.

Second, Voltaire's notion of the criteria of truth in history

being judged by the methods of Newtonian science and common sense
"likelihood" deny Bossuet's most important supportive devices:

miracles and

prophecy, which are used by Bossuet to underscore the authority of what is
being told.

Third, having removed the principle of unity and the phenomena
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that command faith in the story, Voltaire proceeds to demolish the details of the
story.

The first and second elements of the critque are implicit in the

Philosophie

and can be gleaned from Voltaire's polemic in the Dictionnaire

philosophique. The Philosophie emphasizes the third point. Voltaire's effort at
providing auniversal history in the light of his own critique of Bossuet is found in
the Essal, a huge work which emphasizes the cynical push and pull of
ecclesiastical and political powers in European history, and which includes a
study of the civilizations omitted in the Discours.
Chapter Four strives to make more complete sense of the BossuetVoltaire dispute by placing it in a more comprehensive theoretical context.
Voegelin has explained that Christianity and its notion of history have their
roots in spiritual experiences. He describes the nature of such experiences, the
manner of their expression and transmission in symbolism, as well as the
obstacles to their adequate communication.

He has diagnosed the class of

problems to be found in Bossuet and Voltaire. In the light of this, Chapter Four
will include astudy of the work of a modern Christian thinker, Balthasar, whose
efforts escape the pitfalls outlined by Voegelin and the criticisms leveled at
Bossuet by Voltaire. A Theology of History is astudy of Christ in His relation to
the pattern and meaning of humans in time.
The conclusion to which we are drawn is that the flaws in Bossuet's
history are evidence of a doctrinization of Christian history.

Voltaire's

enlightened critique, therefore, is aimed at a doctrinal position, rather than the
spriritual experiences that constitute the core of Christianity.

If the essence of

Christian history is recovered in spiritual experiences, it seems that another kind
of account emerges. Such an account would be more evocative than doctrinal
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and would thus escape the power of the enlightenment critique.

This latter

alternative is sketched in the work of Hans Urs von Baithasar.
Two appendices appear at the end of this thesis. The first is asurvey of
literature relevant to Bossuet and Voltaire as authors of histories.

The vast

majority of the available literature is not a helpful addition to the optic provided
by Eric Voegelin.

The second appendix is an essay on Bossuet's

understanding of the divine, and human experiences of it. The Discours is an
account that tends toward the doctrinal, but a complete condemnation of
Bossuet as merely doctrinal would be inadequate, as is indicated in Appendix
B.
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Chapter One:

The Discours

This chapter is concerned with two general issues. The first of these is
Bossuet's treatment of the biblical model of history and its imagery. The second
is his reconciliation of sacred and profane history. In the course of this chapter,
several elements of Bossuet's history will be examined, allowing us to come to
a critical understanding of Thérèse Goyet's description of the man as a
humanist within a Christian context.

For Bossuet, the Bible is the definitive

source of historical truth. His Discours is divided into three parts. The second
and largest section provides the theoretical core of the work. The "Suite de la
Religion" conforms to the biblical model in a doctrinaire, rather than a
speculative mode.

Bossuet's position is that scripture is "truthful in everything

since the beginning of time since it has its source in God."'

The key to

Bossuet's thinking lies in the 17th century use to which Bossuet puts Old
Testament images and language.

Eric Voegelin describes an intellectual

atmosphere in which "Christianity has become historicized in the sense that a
universe of symbols that belongs to the age of the myth is seen in the
perspective of categories which belong to an age of rationalism."2 It seems that
Bossuet and' Voltaire share some principles of understanding of biblical
imagery, and that these shared principles turn out to be decisive in Voltaire's*
putative victory over Bossuet.

Specifically, Bossuet's acceptance of the literal

reliability of the Bible for dating events, describing spiritual experiences and
relating facts renders him vulnerable to a rationalist critique of the entire project.

1Ecritures qu'on aregardées, des leur origine, comme véritables en tout, comme données de
Dieu méme." Jacques Bénigne Bossuet, Discours sur l'histoire universelle in Oeuvres
Completes de Bossuet, vol. 4, Oeuvres Theo!ogiques (London: Les Prêtres de l'immaculée
conception de Saint-Dizier, 1863), P. 217.
2Eric Voegelin, From Enlightenment to Revolution (Durham N.C.: Duke University Press, 1975),
p. 21.
,
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In Bossuet's conception, it seems that history is atheological and amoral
project, about the human progress in learning about God and his will as it
applies to humans
virtue.

--

in other words, history concerns progress in truth and

In another sense, history is simply a story about God.

Accordingly,

Bossuet spends considerable energy describing the nature of divinity.
However, Bossuet measures the advance of humanity in history primarily
through external, non-spiritual means: what humans are told by God about His
nature, which rules are assigned to them for observance. Bossuet's account of
the biblical core of history tends to emphasize phenomena over spiritual
substance. Where other writers emphasize a metaphysical or hidden truth
conveyed by some story, Bossuet's tendency is to explore the details of that tale
(the creation is a case in point.)

Human understanding of God, for Bossuet,

seems to consist of an ever-lengthening series of adjectives, the theological
implications of which he avoids. Indeed, although Bossuet takes some care to
avoid anthropomorphism, he presents what he labels the contents of the mind
of God with alarming frequency. Bossuet's treatment of the changing patterns of
worship is similarly described in terms of detail, and the commentary on
theological content is sparse.
The centre of Bossuet's history is Christ.

He fulfills the story of the

progress of truth and virtue by definition and unifies the two in His person.
Bossuet's account of the Incarnate Word of God is straightforward: he does not
explore the mystery in depth in the context of his history. He then considers the
legacy of Christ.
Church

--

In the perspective of Bossuet's history, this is the one true

the most important earthly institution imaginable. Bossuet insists on

the necessity of Church membership for virtue and salvation, backing his
arguments with his study of history.
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One writer has observed that Bossuet considered his history a true
remedy for the soul. It was to be awork that would purify the soul by promoting
repentence and the fear of God, serving to enlighten, invigorate, strengthen it in
virtue, making it know and imitate Christ, who is its master and model. 3 Along
the way, Bossuet describes the nature of sin and obedience: reasoning can get
a person in trouble, according to Bossuet, and obedience is the proper path to
understanding.

Furthermore, in his portrait of the first historian

--

Moses

Bossuet links the writing of history to lawmaking and philosophy or religion 4

--

--

terms which Bossuet often uses as synonyms. It would be audacious to say that
Bossuet understood himself as an historian in the Mosaic tradition, but it would
be reasonable to suggest that Bossuet is at pains to conserve the moral and
philosophical elements of historiography that were introduced by Moses.
Bossuet's account of biblical imagery gains importance with the
reconciliation of sacred and profane history. Bossuet's Discours blends sacred
and profane history, because "they have the same course." 5 The narrative
burden of Bossuet's history is carried by the divine-human struggle for truth and
virtue. The sacred and the profane patterns are set against each other in Part
One, which is an inventory of events. By the author's own admission, the
secular empires chosen for study in Part Three of the Discours are included for
their relevance to the history of the Chosen People.

However, though the

principle of inclusion is Christian, the methodology is humanist. In Part Three of
the Discours Bossuet's study is not one of instruments of God, but civilizations.
3ap urifi ercette Arne par le regret de ses fautes et par la crainte de Dieu; I'éclairer, la vivifier,
ravancer dans la vertu en Iui faisant connaitre et imiter Jesus-Christ, qui est le maître et le
modèle." Rend de la Broise, Bossuet et ía Bible (Paris, 1890; reprint, Geneva: Slatkine Reprints,
1971), p. 247. (page references are to reprint edition).
4"L'histoire que Molse avait écrite, et ou toute la 101 était renfermée, fut partagee en cinq ...et qui
sont le fondement de la religion." Bossuet, Discours, p. 157.
51bid., p. 141.
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Thérèse Goyet has argued that if we define humanism as a philosophy
that attributes "historical developments" to mankind itself rather than God, 6 we
can see that the term might aptly be applied to Bossuet.

She notes that the

author of the histories applies himself, to aconsiderable extent, to an analysis of
profane history. 7 She writes that Bossuet traces the development of such
technologies as writing in parallel development to religious revelation, 8 and she
claims that Bossuet's interest in developing artistic achievement and taste are
additional evidence of his humanism. 9 Goyet points out that for Bossuet, first
causes are still divine and in accord with the Christian model, that God's will is
the primary cause of changes in the world, and that every worldly event occurs

in asphere "enveloped" by divine power. There is alesser continuity, a natural
linkage of events that conforms to the intraworidly logic of cause and effect and
it is this natural proportion of history that Goyet says becomes the object of
Bossuet's humanist examination. 10
The tendency toward humanism raises questions about the Discours'
claim to universality.

If the story of the Israelites is the source of universality,

then it must be the standard of historical study. The historical materials must be
arranged in reference to the source of universality; Bossuet examines these
empires as wholes unto themselves rather than restricting himself to their
encounters with the Hebrews.

It seems that Bossuet's choice of method for

reconciling sacred and profane opens him up to the charge of Euro-centrism.

Théorie philosophique qui rattache les développements historiques de I'humanité aellemême." ThOrèse Goyet, L'Humanisme de Bossuet ,vol. 1. Le GoUt de Bossuet (Paris: Librairie C.
Klincksieck, 1965), p. vi.
7lbid., p. ix.
8lbjd., p. 124.
91b1d.
10 Thérèse Goyet, L'Humanisme de Bossuet, vol 2, L'Humanisme philosophique (Paris: Librahie
C. Klincksieck, 1965), p. 252.
6
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Bossuet's method focuses on the cultures of several non-Christian empires that
are historically connected to the Hebrews, and he considers them as
civilizational wholes. It would seem, then, that if civilizations are a unit of study,
then the Chinese and the Indians merit attention as well. It turns out, however,
that Bossuet includes the civilizations studied on the basis of their connection to
the Bible, even though he examines them as entities unto themselves. In
Chapter Two we will propose an explanation for this apparent paradox and will
argue that it has a direct link to Bossuet's model of providence at work in the
representative history of the Hebrews.
Although a humanist model for studying history may be discernible, this
thesis will argue that it does not cover the thematic unity of the history, and it
does not extend the purview of history to the entire story of all men.

It seems

that the scope of the Discours, a book ostensibly following the thread of
universality, is relevant in understanding Bossuet's alleged humanism, and his
vulnerability to the Voltairean attack. The Discours opens on the year 4004 .
13C
and the creation of the universe. 11 As we have seen, it includes the history of
several empires in the ancient world but is centred on the narrative core of the
Bible. The sack of Troy, the founding of Rome, and the victory of the Romans at
Carthage, each merits its own epoch. 12 The first installment of universal history
extends not only to Christ, but through several Church councils and heresies 13
and the spread of Christianity in Europe. 14

He concludes his account of the

epochs of universal history with the coronation of Charlemagne, who became
the founder of a new empire.

11 Bossuet,
12 1bfrJ.,

This is a fitting ending to a book on universal,

Discours, p. 95.
p. 100 ,pp. 103-108 and pp. 118-123.

13 Ibid., pp. 130-131.
14 1bid.,
pp. 139-140.
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ancient history, according to Bóssuet, since it marks the beginning of the
"temporal grandeur of the Holy See." 15 Thus it seems that Bossuet has
extended sacred history to include an account of the Church as an earthly
insitution.

He has blended sacred history with Church history

--

the

metaphysical or spiritual with the traditional. As we will see in Chapter Four,
Hans Urs von Balthasar limits his Christian history, not by any reference to
temporal things, but to the spiritual revolution effected by the Incarnation.
Bossuet's extension of universal history to the mundane concerns of the empire
is suggestive. It can be argued that it is consistent with his view of phenomena
in sacred history itself.
To reiterate then, this Chapter aims to show 1) That the model of
Bossuet's Discours is biblical; 2) That history for Bossuet is amoral as well as a
philosophical endeavor; 3) That his criteria for measuring development in truth
and virtue are predominantly phenomenal in nature; 4) That his use of biblical
details even when they fail to contribute to the developing story of truth and
virtue leading to Christ shows a literalist tendency i.e., he sees the Bible as
inherently truthful and useful as an historical source, whether details selected
are illustrative of his principles or not; 5)That his principle of inclusion for
profane empires is their relevance to the biblical history of the Israelites; 6) That
his method of examining those empires has humanist qualities.
Part one of the Discours represents Bossuet's attempt at a"general map"
of universal history, in relation to which other histories can be understood. 16 His
is not a comparative exericise, since the "history of religion is the greatest and

15 "devient le fondateur du nouvet empire etde la grandeur temporelle du Saint-Siege." Ibid.,
p.141.
16 1b1d.,p. 94.
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most useful thing that can be presented to men." 17 Sacred history sets the
pattern, but profane history is complementary because the two have the same
path. 18 For Bossuet, there are two things, around which human life revolves,
namely politics and religion. 19 The introductory exercise of integrating sacred
and profane in Part One of the Discours is, by Bossuet's own claim, not
preeminent. 20 To him, religion is undoubtedly the greater and more meaningful
subject. Empires rise and fall, according to the natural chain of cause and effect
established by God, but religion is eternal. 21 The history of religion is connected
to the history of empires simply because both are guided by providence 22
Part Two constitutes the core of Bossuet's history; it is entitled "La Suite
de la Religion."23 The Discours has been described as "entirely biblical in
conception, plan and development"24 and the body of "La Suite de la religion"
supports such an interpretation, even though its purview extends to
Charlemagne. Parts One and Two both follow the biblical pattern, which is only
natural, since according to Bossuet the Bible is the oldest, most reliable
document imaginable. 25 The historical accuracy of Scripture is guaranteed

17 1bid.,

P. 95.
deux choses roulent ensemble dans ce grand mouvement des siècles, oi) elles ont pour
ainsi dire un même cours" Ibid., p. 141.
19 'et comme la religion et le gouvernement politique sont les deux points sur lesquels roules les
choses humaines." Ibid., p. 95.
20 'Ie vrai dessein de cet abrége West pas de vous expliquer I'ordre des temps, quoiqu'il soft
absolument nécessaire pour Her toutes histoires et en montre la rapport." Ibid., p.141.
21 "ce long enchainement des cause particulières, qui font et Mont les empires et qui depend
des ordres secrets de la divine Providence." p. 267 and uvOuS voyez comme les empires se
succèdent les uns les autres, et comme la religion, dans différents états, se soutient également
depuis le commencement du monde jusqu'à notre temps." Ibid., p. 95.
22 1bid.,p. 95 and p. 267.
23 The word suite in French suggests continuity as well as ends and outcomes.
24 René de la Broise, Bossuet et la Bible, p. 187.
25 Bossuet, Discours, p. 25.
18 "Ces
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because it was dictated by the Holy Spirit;26 in the Old Testament, God assures
that events are recorded as they occur and the records are passed on intact. 27
The "Suite de la religion" sketches a straight line of meaning between
the two great theological events in the Discours;
Incarnation.

the Creation and the

It follows up with the foundation of the Church by the Holy Spirit,

responsible for the "spread of truth over place and time, and to enforce purity of
practice in the midst of corruption."28 In addition, Bossuet addresses himself to
the question of the Jewish response to Christ. Active providence is evident in
the "fall of the Jews" as a part of divine vengeance

29

he says. He is also

interested in the various objections by rational critics of Biblical historiography,
the continuity of religion as proof of the claims of the Catholic Church, and the
prophetic abilities of Christ with regard to both sacred and profane history. 3°
Bossuet titles the final section of the Discours "Les Empires"

--

omitting

the continuity and permanence suggested by the term une suite. By necessity,
he claims, most of the empires he presents have a link to the history of the
People of God. 31 This suggests that Bossuet understands the principle of
inclusion in universal history as one by definition based in the Bible.

Goyet's

comment on Bossuet's humanism as contained within and subservient to
Christianity is a crucial qualification.

Nevertheless, each empire is considered

from the humanist vantage point of acivilizational unity of shared beliefs, laws,

26 1bid.,

P. 106.
27aDi eu atoujours garde cet ordre admirable, de faire écrire les choses dans les temps qu'elles
étaient arrivées, ou que la mémoire en était récente. Ainsi ceux qui les savent les ont écrites;
ceux qui les savaient ont recu les Iivres qui en rendaienttémoignage.
Ibid., p. 216.
28 "Pour répandre dans bus les Iieux et dans tous les siOcles de Si tiautes vérités, et pour ymettre
en vigueur, au milieu de la corruption, des pratiques si épurées," Ibid., p. 185.
29 1b1d., p.191.
30 1bid., p. 195.
31 "ces empires one pour la plupart une liaison nécessaire avec l'histoire du peuple de Dieu." Ibid.,
p. 230.
. ."
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national character and material achievements.

Bossuet sees the chosen

empires as whole entities,. rather than as a conquered or liberated people
would see an oppressor. For example, the Egyptians are studied on their own
terms, and praised for their many non-Christian virtues, rather than as the
oppressors of the Chosen People. 32 This is perhaps because Bossuet believes
princes are to learn statesmanship as well as the lessons of religion from
reading history. 33

Bossuet's history of empires has a tension between a

humanist interest in political virtues and practices and inventions on one hand,
and the greater picture, that, according to Bossuet, shows that "all the great
empires that we have seen on earth have come together by diverse means for
the good of religion and the glory of God, as God himself has declared through
his prophets."34 There is asmudging of the line between a profane history that
cradled the Hebrews in their progress, and a profane history of empires with
significance for European culture, but the core is insistently abiblical one.
We have seen that Bossuet's history is written on a biblical model,
tracking the path of mankind from Creation, to the long-awated moment of
Incarnation, and then exploring the historical implications of Christ in the
Church, the eventual fate of the Israelites, and so forth. There are three major
theological studies in the Discours

God the Creator, Jesus the Incarnate

Logos, and the nature of the Trinity. In asense, Bossuet's history is a narrative
connecting these points, with a brief interlude for considering the Mosaic
moment.

32 1bid.,

pp. 235 242.

33 1bid;, p.

230.
tous les grands empires que nous avons vus sur la terre ont concouru par divers moyens
au bien de la religion et a
la gloire de Dieu, comme Dieu même I'a déclaré par ses prophètes."
Ibid., p. 232.

3'"Ainsi
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The Creation sets history in motion. It gives men a fe/os and a nature.
Creation is the theoretical premise of the entire history of mankind and of
providence. 35 Moses is allowed to understand more of the nature of God when
he receives his instructions on Mount Sinai. The Christ fulfills human nature as
no man can, because He shows perfect virtue. In the wake of the Incarnation,
the truth of the nature of God is fully known as the Trinity.
For Bossuet, the most basic fact of history is the nature of the Creator. At
the root of Bossuet's history is the Christian, rather than the humanist notion that
God is at the centre of history. The nature of divine creativity is known in truth
and wisdom, His will is obeyed in virtue, and His guidance is felt in providence.
Religion, as well as the history of religion, have the idea of God for their
object. 36
Bossuet offers a list of adjectives to describe the nature of God: infinite,
perfect, holy, perfectly just37 ,all-powerful and self sufficient. 38
power have their source in God alone. 39

Fertility and

God is "fertile in himself" and this

quality is reflected in the presence of the Trinity at the Creation, hinted at in
Genesis. 4° It is in the Creation of man that the appearance of the Trinity first
occurs; this sets the pattern for history. The story of history is about God, but the

35 Terstegge

describes the Creation as a"prelude to Providence" and balances it against the
"resurrection, the finale of Providence" Sister Georgiana Terstegge, Providence as IdéeMaItresse In The Work of Jacques Bénigne Bossuet (Washington: The Catholic University of
America Press, 1948), pp. 93 and 95. These constitute the beginning and the end of Christian
history.
36 "cette religion, dont nous révérons l'antiquité, nous donne de son objet, c'est-à-dire du
premier-Etre." Bossuet, Discours, p. 142.
37 "un, infini, parfait, seul digne de venger les crimes et de couronner la vertu, parce qu'il est seul
la sainteté méme." Ibid.
38 1b1d.
39 "ce grand secret de la veritable philosophie, qu'en Dieu seul reside la fécondité et la puissance
absolue." Ibid., p. 143.
40 'La Trinité commence ase declarer, en faisant la creature raisonnable dont les operations
intellectuelles sont une image impartaite de ces éternelles operations par lesquelles Dieu est
fécorid en lui-même." Ibid., p. 144.

30
trinity is connected with the human-divine relationship. 41 Bossuet insists on the
fact of the creation ex nihilo.

42

The Creation was an act of reason, wherein God

willed things into existence without cost to himself. 43 Among the implications of
the creation is the fact that divine power is at the basis of natural fertility. 44
Order in nature does not exist of itself, but was established by God to show His
wisdomA'
Men have a special place in creation, and this, according to Bossuet, is
shown in the gentle tone God uses in creating them. 46 The presence of the
Trinity at the creation of man proves that man is the best of creation. 47 Finally,
the Creation defines man's nature. The human soul is areflection of the Trinity;
in the pattern of the Father, it has being; in the pattern of the Son, it has
intelligence; in the pattern of the Holy Spirit, it has love and in these things it has
happiness and life. 48

It provides man with a telos. The soul is made by God

and finds happiness in possessing God. 49 Having established the theological
basis of histor', Bossuet continues his narrative only to pause again for another
exploration of theology in history, this time with Moses.
Trinité commence a
se declarer, en faisant la creature raisonnable dont les operations
intellectuelles sont une image imparfaite de ces éternelles operations par IesqueIles Dieu est
fécond en lui-mOme." Ibid.,
42 "Avant qu'il eit donné l'être, rien ne I'avait que Iui seuL" Ibid.,
p. 142.
4'
3lbid., p. 143.
44 "tout sort immédiatement de sa main" and uLlécriture nous afait entendre que les éléments
sont stériles, si Ia parole de Dieu ne les rends féconds." and lout depend de Dieu seul." Ibid.
Bossuet, Discours p. 143.
46 He abandons his imperial tone p. 143 and uses "une parole plus douce." Ibid.
47u0ieu tient conseil en Iui-même, Dieu s'excite lui-même, comme pour nous faire voir que
l'ouvrage qu'il va entreprendre surpasse tous les ouvrages qu'il avait faits jusqu'alors." Ibid.
48ureIuft magnifiquement dans la creature raisonnable: semblable au Père, elle al'Otre: semblable
au Fils, elle al'intelligence: semblable au Saint-Esprit, elle al'amour: semblable au Père, au Fils et
au Saint-Esprit, elle adans son étre, dans son intelligence, dans son amour, une méme félicité et
une même vie." Les Elevations sur les Mystères, in Les Oeuvres completes de Bossuet, vol 9,
Oeuvres Théo!ogiques (Paris: Les PrOtres do I'immaculée conception de Saint-Dizier, 1863), p.
33.
49uLâme faite ason image et qui pout We heureuse en Ia possedant." Bossuet, Discours p.
144.
41 "La

,

,
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Furthermore, in his portrait of the first historian

--

the writing of history to lawmaking and philosophy. 50

Moses

--

Bossuet links

Bossuet describes the

new terminology for understanding God. God reveals himself to Moses as He
had done to no other man, announcing Himself enigmatically under the title "I
am He who is'

51

Although he does not speculate on the theological distinction

between men knowing God as Yahweh, and men who hear of the burning bush
and who know God as He Who Is, Bossuet's,
important.

mention of the shift labels it as

Implicitly, Bossuet is suggesting the centrality of human-divine

reciprocity to history.
Hans Urs von Balthasar's book about Christian history is entirely
concerned with the metaphysical question of humans existing in history in the
light of the Incarnation. In the Discours, by contrast, Bossuet avoids the more
mysterious aspects of Trinity and Incarnation, and treats them in continuity with
his study of developing notions of truth and virtue among humans. Thus, the
nature of the Trinity, says Bossuet, is one of the two central mysteries that are
the foundation of the Christian faith. 52 It seems that for Bossuet the Incarnation
is an historical event of unparalleled importance:

as for Balthasar, the

Incarnation is the source of meaning for human history, but Bossuet's
Incarnation is a more worldly event than Balthasar's.

Bossuet writes that by

entering into these mysteries humans are raised above everything and nothing

que Molise avaft écrite, et ou toute la lol était renfermée, fut partagée en cinq .et qui
sont le fondement de la religion." Ibid., p. 157.
51 oil se fait connaitre ace grand homme plus qu'il n'avait jamais fait aaucun homme vivant. II lui
apparait d'une manière egalement magnifique et consolante: ii lui declare qu'il est celui qui est.
Tout ce qui est devant lui West qu'une ombre. Je suis, dit-t-il celul qui est, I'être et la perfection
appartiennent a
mol seul. II prend un nouveau nom qui dOsigne I'être et la vie en lui comme dans
leur source; et ce grand nom de Dieu, terrible, mystérieux, incommunicable, sous lequel ii veut
dorénavant We servi." Ibid., p. 99.
52 Ibid.,
p. 179.
50 "L'histoire

..
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mortal can touch them. 53 History shows these two mysteries in their historical
context, proving that they are the centre and meaning of that history.

Christ

uncovers not only the truth about the Trinity, but, by extension, the truth about
the human soul. 54 Thus, Christ's action is to uncover the truth decisively, and
through the faith in these mysteries, salvation is available to men. 55 As a
consequence of man's redemption,

full vision and understanding are to be

accorded to the deserving in a future life. 56

To repeat:

in one sense for

Bossuet, history is astory about truth; it culminates in Christ, when it turns out
that the truth can set you free. When the truth of the Trinity is known, the nature
of the Church can also be understood, since "with the Father and the Son we
can know of the Holy Spirit, the love of one for the other. And it is this spirit who
makes prophets."57 The Son, writes Bossuet, is the perfect expression of divine
truth. 58

Like history, Christ's life shows a unity of truth and virtue, Bossuet

writes:
everything that he shows externally is animated by the Word, conducted
and worthy of the Word, that is to say that it is worthy of reason itself, of

53 1bid.,

p. 181.
"Nous avons vue l'âme au commencement faite par la puissance de Dieu aussi bien que les
autres creatures, mais avec ce caractère particulière, qu'elle était faite ason image et par son

54

souffle; afin qu'elle ne se crut jamais de méme nature que les corps, ni formée de leur concours.
Mais les suites de cette doctrine, et les merveUles de la vie future ne furent pas alors
universellement développées; et c'était au jour du Messie que cette grande lumière devait
paraItre a
découvert." Ibid., p. 182.
b5t4Le Dieu-Homme, cette vénté et cette sagesse incarnée, qui nous fail croire de Si grandes
choses sur la seule autorité, nous en promet dans l'éternité la claire et bienheureuse vision
comme la recompense certaine de notre fois." Ibid., p. 181.
57uAvec le Père et le Fils nous connaissons aussi le Saint-Esprit, ['amour de I'un et de I'autre, et
leur éternelle union. C'est cete Esprit qui fait les prophètes, et qui est en eux pour leur découvrir
les conseils de Dieu." Ibid., p. 179.
58" le nom de son Fils est le nom de Verbe, Verbe qu'il engendre éternellement en se
contemplant Iui-même, qui est I'expression part aite de sa vérité, son image, son Fils unique..."
Ibid., p. 179.
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wisdom itself, of truth itself. This is why everything is light in Christ, his
conduct is a rule, his miracles instructions, his words are spirit and life. 59
This focus on God is comprehensive since Christ perfects all aspects of human
life. 60

Men are the focus of the historical inquiry, but only insofar as Christ

changes human life. Jesus Christ introduces and exemplifies the new, perfect
virtue: Charity is the virtue that encompasses the law that went before it,61 and
the behaviour required by the new rule of charity, according to Bossuet, is the
love of God up to the point of self-hatred. 62
Christ pacifies heaven and earth, in Bossuet's words, and the Christian
revolution is thereby accomplished, 63 the dynamic of history is resolved.
Bossuet writes:
we have a new conduct and anew order of things. One no longer
speaks to God's children of temporal rewards; Christ shows them afuture
life, and in keeping them in patient expectance, he teaches them to
detach themselves from sensual things. The Cross and patience
becomes their lot on earth, and they are told that heaven must be taken
by force. 64
The dramatic revolution for human life is effected thanks to Christ's action on the
Cross

--

a mystery that, for Bossuet, demonstrates the perfection of Christ as

well as the impenetrable mystery of his oblation on behalf of all sinful men. 65
59 "tout

ce qu'il montre au dehors est animé par le Verbe, conduit par le Verbe, digne du Verbe,
c'est-à-dire digne de la raison méme, de la sagesse méme, et de la vérité méme. C'est pourquoi
tout est Iumière en Jesus-Christ; sa conduite est un règle; ses miracles sont des instructions, ses
paroles sont esprit et vie." Ibid., p180.
bOujl perfectionne tous les états de la vie humaine." Ibid., p. 182.
61 Ibid.
nous propose I'amour de Dieu jusqu'à nous hair nous-mémes" Ibid.
6 'iI pacifie le del et la terre" Ibid., p. 183.
64 "Voilà donc une nouvelle conduite, et un nouvel ordre de choses: on ne pane plus aux enfants
de Dieu de recompense temporefles, Jesus-Christ leur montre une vie future; et les tenant
suspendus dans cette attente, ii leur apprend ase détacher de toutes les choses sensibles. La
croix et la patience deviennent leur partage sur la terre, et le clef leur est propose comnie devant
Otreemporté de force. Ibid., p. 181.
65 Mais si nous venons a
considérer ce qu'il yade plus haut et de plus intime dans le mystère de la
croix, quel esprit humain le pourra comprendre? LA nous sont montrées des vertus que le seul
Homme-Dieu pouvait pratiquer. Quel autre pouvait comme lui se mettre a
la place de toutes les
U
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The dynamic of human failing and divine justice in history is resolved by
Christ. 66
Bossuet's history is centred around the above theological issues.
Creation is the premise, and Christ is the resolution; the establishment of the
Church and its mundane power are addenda, so that the Discours can be read

as anarrative stringing theological points together. Eric Voegelin has traced
such a narrative in entirely theological and metaphysical terms. 67 One could
say that the content of Bossuet's Discours is dictated by theology, but the
measure of historical development in the work is dictated by the details of
worship.

Bossuet's narrative, in fact,

includes no such emphasis on the

structure of being and its investigation.

Rather, the "Ages of Man" are traced

entirely in terms of their narrative content.

He includes an implicit progress

toward readiness for Christ, but he does not specify its nature. Of more interest
to Bossuet is the development marked by the changes of the Laws; these three
stages mark specific changes in human knowledge of divinity, of appropriate
worship of divinity, and of the manner in which these things are recorded and
transmitted. In away, he concerns himself with historiography under each age.
Among the aims of the Discours according to *its author, is to encourage •
in the reader an appreciation of the different states of mankind under God and
the comparative justice and character of political regimes. 68

The epochal

divisions in Part One serve a practical end. They divide the content of history
victimes anciennces, les abolire en leur substituant une victime d'une dignité et dune mérite
infini, et faire que désormais II n'y eOt plus que Iui seul a
off rir aDieu. Tel est lacte de religion que
Jesus-Christ exerce a
la croix. Ibid., p. 176.
66 ajustice divine est elle-mOme vaincue; 18 pécheur, qui Iui était dO comme sa victime, est arraché
de ses mains. II atrouvé une caution capable de payer pour Iui un prix infini. Jesus-Christ s'unit
éternellement les Olus par qui ii se donne. Ibid., p. 184.
67 E,jc Voegelin, Order and History, vol. 1, Israel and Revelation (Baton Rouge: Lousiana State
University Press, 1956 ), pp. 185-507.
68 Bossuet, Discours P. 94.
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into convenient parcels for conside ration. 69 Bossuet designates twelve epochs;
some mark events in sacred history, some profane.
On asubstantive level, Bossuet indicates milestones in human progress
by means of "ages"; these conform roughly to man's understanding of God and
his practice of virtue in the progress of Israelite history but their main content is
merely a rehearsal of Biblical stories. 70 At the most general level, and one of
particular interest to Bossuet, is the delineations of "laws." These are explicitly
defined in terms of God's requirements for human obedience and their manner
of promulgation.

Each is accompanied by a careful description of the human

understanding of God's nature.

Since the latter is a more explicity defined

category of progress, it will be studied in more detail than the former whose
content is dictated by events in Israelite history, rather than substantive
theological insights. A brief study of the Discours sur !'histoire universelle as a
moral and theological undertaking, conforming to the biblical pattern, and
emphasizing external evidence is accordingly, in order.
Bossuet employs two categories of development in the moral history of
mankind, and the most general of these is the rule of three levels of law. The
measurement of progress in human history in the Discours is most explicitly
defined by Bossuet as an advancement from natural law, to written law and
culminating in the law introduced by Christ, which Bossuet calls the "Evangile."
These are legal divisions of mankind dictated by the manner of promulgation of
the truth and the elements of observance. Not necessarily asubset of the legal

69 1bid.,

p.95.
first age is marked by the Creation p. 95; the second by the Flood p. 96; the third is named
for the vocation of Abraham p. 97; the fourth appears with Moses and the written law; the fifith is
named for the sack of Troy p. 100, but includes the first king; the sixth age marks the completion
of the temple under Solomon p. 101; and the seventh and last age is established by Christ. Ibid.,
p. 123.
70 The
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division, the developing understanding of God's nature and the increasing
clarity of observance accompany the shift from law to law.
The natural law is the rule of existence for all men by virtue of their
createdness. God created man, and is reflected in them, and they are subject to
His law, whether they recognize and accept it or not. 71

In aworld that is still

new, writes Bossuet, when men are so close to the beginning of things, they
have need of tradition (i.e. memory) and their own reason to know the unity of
God and the service due him. 72 The precise knowledge that men are supposed
to have of God in this period is unclear, since the initial treatment of the creative
God is clearly one composed with ancient Greeks and contemporary
philosophes in mind.

Bossuet's Christian God is more powerful and perfect

than the prime mover, and his creation is an act of that God, not merely achain
reaction occurring in the primordial soup. 73
Moses introduces the rule of the Written Law and his role is complex.
Historian, legislator and philosopher, he contributed

"a perfect book."74 A

history, the work that Moses accomplished encloses the law to be observed and

parce qu'il est leur créateur, qu'il pout les obliger a
ce qu'il lui plait" Jacques BOnigne Bossuet,
La Politique tirée des propres paroles de i'Ecriture sainte in Les Oeuvres completes de Bossuet,
vol. 7, Galilcanisme (Paris: Les Prétres de l'immaculOe conception do Saint-Dizier, 1863), p. 604.
monde encore nouveau.. lorsque les hommes, Si près do I'origine de choses, n'avaient
besoin pour connaitre l'unité de Dieu, et le service qui lui était dQ, que de la tradition qui s'en Otait
conservée depuis Adam et depuis Noé, tradition d'ailleurs Si conforme aux lumières do la raison,
qu'il semblait qu'une vOrité si claire est importante no pit jamais étre obscurcie, ni oubliée parmi
les hommes. Tel est 10 premier état do la religion, qui dure jusqu'à Abraham, oo pour connaitre les
grandeurs do Dieu, les hommes n'avaient aconsulter quo leur raison et leur mémoire." Bossuet,
Discours, p. 99.
73 "Le Dieu qu'ont toujours servie les Hébreux et les chrétiens n'a rien de commun avec les
divinités plein d'imperfection, et méme de vice, quo le reste du monde adorait." and "II est
inhiniment au-dessus de cotte cause premiere, et de ce premier moteur que les philosophes on
connu, sans toutefois l'adorer." Ibid., p. 142; and "Les peuples et les philosophes qui ont cru quo
la terre mêlée avec l'eau, et aidée, si vous le voulez, de la chaleur du soleil, avait produit d'elleméme par sa propre fécondité les plantes et les animaux, se sont trop grossierement trompés."
Ibid., p. 143.
74 1bid., p. 157.
71

.
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the truth of religion to be recognised. 75 As is so often the case in Bossuet's
account of developments in mankind, the change is preventative. 76
The truth is committed to paper for precision, clarity and continuity.
Bossuet ascribes a high level of accuracy to the history present in the book of
Genesis; the record has been painstakingly compiled from the words of
witnesses, passed down over only ageneration or two. When Moses dies, he
leaves a carefully compiled record under the care of Joshua and his
successors. 77 The account is stable and adequate until Christ, 78 owing to the
fact that the Decalogue was written by God, and other moral principles were
dictated by Him. 79
sources is plain.

Bossuet's standard for judging the reliability of historical

Merely human sources would be relegated to a category far

below the biblical. Bossuet depends heavily on the Bible for factual accuracy,
but bypasses any theological issues raised in the thornbush encounter.

The

nature of God is explicitly described by Bossuet and yet the symbolism: "I am
that Iam" is left relatively unexplored. Only afew adjectives are added to the list
of words describing the nature of divinity. Bossuet describes the novelty of the
encounter with Moses as a new kind of revelation

--

God made Himself known

to Moses as He had to no man. 8° He appears as a magnificent and consoling
presence. 81 In addition to revealing Himself as "He Who Is," before whom every

75 "L'histoire

que Molise avait écrite, et ou toute la Ioi était rent ermée, fut aussi partagée en cinq..
et qui sont le foridement de la religion." Ibid., p. 154.
7611 ne voulut point abandonner plus Iongtemps a
la seule mémoire des hommes le mystère de la
religion de son alliance. II était temps de donner de plus fortes barrières aI'idolâtrie." Ibid., p. 99.
77"meurt et laisse aux Israelites toute Ieure histoire, qu'il avait soigneusement digirée des I'origine
du monde jusques au temps de sa mart. Cette histoire est continuée par I'ordre de Josuée et de
ses successeurs..." IbidI, p. 99.
78 Ibjd., p. 156.
79 1bid., p. 99.
80uIl se fail connaltre ace grand homme plus qu'il n'avait jamais fail aaucun homme vivant." Ibid.
81u11 Iui apparaIt d'une manire également magnifique et consolarite." Ibid.
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thing is merely ashadow 82 God affirms that He is perfection, being and life. His
new name, writes Bossuet, is both terrible and ineffable. 83
The next and final law, which Bossuet terms the "Evangile" is introduced,
hand in hand with the new rewards also introduced by Christ. 84

In linking the

two, Bossuet implicitly subordinates the reward of "the happy life of being with
Christ in the glory of the Father" and the face-to-face view of God, followed by
immense and inexplicable joy 85 to the new requirements of virtue.

The

demands of the new law are, according to Bossuet, "the end of religion, the soul
of virtue and the synopsis of the law
metaphysical

--

--

charity. 86

The core of this rule is

to be located in the love of God, to the point of rejecting the

corruption present in all humans. It is to extend to other proposed virtues,
including the love of others, neglect of bodily needs, humility and so forth. 87
The unity between truth in the love and knowledge of God and virtue focusing
on that love is the foundation for the perfection of the "states of human life,
perfected." 88

82a11 lui declare qu'il est celui qui est. Tout ce qui est devant lul West qu'une ombre. Je suis, dit-t-il
celui qui est, l'être et la perfection appartiennent a
mot seul." Ibid.
83UII prend un nouveau nom qui désigne l'étre et la vie en lui comme dans leur source; et ce grand
nom de Dieu, terrible, mystérieux, incommunicable, sous lequel it veut dorénavant ètre servi."
Ibid.
84uAvec de si nouvelles récompenses, it fallait que Jesus-Christ proposât aussi de nouvelles
Wes de vertu, des pratiques plus parfaites et plus épurées." Ibid.
85 "La vie bienheureuse est d'être avec lui dans la gloire de Dieu son Père: la vie bienheureuse
est de voir la gloire qu'il adans le sein du Père des t'origine du monde.. .la vie bienheureuse, en
un mot, est de connaltre le seul vrai Dieu, et Jesus-Christ qu'il aenvoyé, mais le connaltre de
cette manière qui s'appelle la claire vue, Ia vue face aface." and "Cette vue suivie d'un amour
immense d'une joie inexplicable et d'un triomphe sans fin." lbid.,p. 182.
86 "La fin de la religion, I'âme des vertus et l'abrégé de la lol, c'est la charité." Ibid.
87 "Pour établir le règne de la charité, et nous en découvrir bus les devoirs, it nous propose
I'amour de Dieu, jusqu"à nous haIr nous-niêmes, et persécuter sans rélache le principe de
corruption que nous avons tous dans Ia coeur." Ibid.
88 "Sur ce fondement de la charité, it perfectionnne tous les Mats de la vie humaine." Ibid.

39
Obedience to the law of the Evangile culminates in the bearing of one's
cross

--

a real test of faith and foundation of hope 89

--

the expectation of nothing

on earth, acceptance of the notion that one can expect no human consolation or
mark of divine concern, but must live in the faith that happiness is assured in a
future life. 90 The advent of Christ is the apogee of historical progress. His life
defines the perfect expression of the laws of God as well as ages of mankind. In
terms of the thread of development of truth and virtue in history, Christ marks the
last important leap to be considered.

With Christ, the law is amended and

completed in the rule of charity, and the full truth of the nature of divinity as a
trinity is promulgated. Bossuet makes additional reflections on events in history,
predominantly in their relation to Christ and the Church

--

much of what occurs

in the wake of the action of Christ concerns the phenomenal implications of that
action.

It should also be noted that every new development in the course of

history, at whatever level, is initiated by God, not men. This reflects Bossuet's
understanding that the machinery of history is providence, as will be discussed
below in Chapter Two.
The formal divisions among laws in the Discours is clear

--

marked by

the means of communication of truth and virtue from God to men. At first, men
are on their own, then, Moses provides a stable, explicit code.

Finally, Christ

appears and completes knowledge of the truth and examples of virtue.

Of

course, this is committed into writing as well, with the main difference that the
Church is established and animated by the. Holy Spirit as the record and
89uMais la 101 la plus propre a
I'Evangile, est celle de porter se Croix. La crois est la vraie épreuve
de la foi, le vrai fondement de I'espérance, le parfait èpurement de la charité, en un mot, le chemin

du del." Ibid.
9 il fallait faire voir a
I'hommo de bien, que dans les plus grandes extrémités II n'a besoin ni
d'aucune consolation humaine, ni mOme d'aucune marque sensible du secours divine: qu'il aime
seulement et qu'II se conhie, assure que Dieu pense alui sans lui en donner aucune marque, et
qu'une éternelle félicité lui est réservee." Ibid., p. 183.
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enforcement of truth and virtue. We saw before Bossuet's view of the Church's
responsibility for the "spread of truth over place and time, and to encourage
purity of practice in the midst of corruption." 91
The category of "law" does not imply philosophy or truth, but it seems that

increases in knowledge of

God

accompany clarification in law. Aside from the

sections on Creation, Incarnation and Trinity, there is a considerable study of

the developing human understanding of God that comes with the Written law.
As outlined above, Bossuet introduces, but does not explore the "I am that Iam"
of the thornbush as part of the new law. He offers new adjectives for describing
God more thoroughly, and it is the first time Bossuet uses the idea that God is
more real that material reality. That God is consoling, mysterious and ineffable
are also new ideas in the Discours introduced with the written law.
The Discours begins (both in the narrative core of sacred history

in

Part

Two and the general plan in Part One 92 )with an account of the creation of
heaven, earth and man. The Creation is the theoretically decisive

first

event in

Christian history. As presented by Bossuet, the nature of the Creator, the act of
creation and the resulting relationship are crucial for understanding of history.
The first age of mankind includes both creation and fall. It seems then,
that Bossuet's is a salvation history. The pattern is ascending one, where the
opening stage is also the lowest, and the seventh age is the apogee. Men exist

in a fallen state from the earliest moments of the Discours. He describes the
movement of history as one in which God waits for the appropriate moment

t0

give the Savior to sinful men. God will not bring about the redemption of men,

Tour répandre dans tous les Ileux et dans tous les siècles de Si hautes vérités, et
en vigueur, au milieu de la corruption, des pratiques Si épurées," Ibid., p. 185.
92 Ibid
p. 95.

91

pour ymettre
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declares Bossuet, until they learn what need they have of such divine help. 93
History is the story of men who, when left alone, are "corrupted by their
inclinations." 94
The second age of mankind is defined by its content in the story of
Noah. 95

During this period, Bossuet describes no development of virtue or

truth, except for that provoked by the Flood

--

a punishment that God intends

men to remember forever. 96 Bossuet's humanist inclination appears in the
second age; where he marks mankind's progress from ignorance to knowledge
in some arts such as the taming of animals and the production of instruments of
war. 97
The first two ages of the world Bossuet groups together as the beginning
of everything. 98 He describes the paradigm of the divine-human relationship as
established in these early ages:
the beginning was happy at first, and then full of the egregious sins of
men, however, insofar as things are related to God, they are always
admirable. We can consider the universe and the human species always
under the hand of the Creator, drawn from nothing by His word,
conserved by His goodness, governed by his wisdom, punished by His
justice and always subject to his power. 99
In other words, Bossuet invites us to understand histOry in providential terms.
93 'Mais

avant que de nous donner le Sauveur, ii fallait que le genre humain connüt par une
longue experience le besoin qu'il avait d'un tel secours. L'homme fut donce laissé alui-méme;
ses inclinations se corrompirent, ses débordements allèrent a
l'excès, et l'iniquité couvrit toute la
face de laterre." Ibid., p. 149.
p. 149.
95 1b1d.,p. 96.
p. 146.
97 "Le genre humain sort peu a
peu de l'ignorance; lexpérience l'instruit, et les arts sont inventées
ou perfectionnés." Ibid., p. 97.
98 "Voila les commencements du monde, tels que l'histoire de Molse nous les répresente..."
lbid.,p. 148.
99 'commencements heureux d'abord, pleins ensuite de maux infinis; par rapport a
Dieu qui fait
tout, toujours admirables; tels ent in que nous apprenons, en les repassant dans notre esprit, a
considérer runivers et le genre humain toujours SOUS la main du Créateur, tire du néant par sa
parole, conserve par sa bonté, gouverné par sa sagesse, puni par sa justice, délivré par sa
miséricorde, et toujours assujetti asa puissance." Ibid., p. 148.
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The third age of mankind sees the divine choice of Abraham and his
desce ndents. 10 ° The divine-human relationship becomes regulated. 101 The
content of the third age of mankind is the chosenness of the Hebrews. It is a
preventative measure taken, writes Bossuet, to stem the tide of evil' 02 and to
preserve human knowledge of God, the Creation and providence and the
proper observance of his "cult." 103 The promise of the eventual gift of the earth
to the descendents of Abraham, and the assurance of eventual redemption of
all nations are included. 104 Bossuet marks the progress made in this age by the
external marks of alliance to God:

circumcision of the males. 105 There is a

forward-looking quality to Bossuet's history; events are described in terms of
contemporary as well as future significance.

Bossuet emphasizes that the

history of the Israelites is to yield future benefits for the world, and this is
knowledge of God, which is the true blessing. 106
Moses introduces the fourth age of man as well as the written law of
God. 107 The fourth age marks the exodus of the Hebrews from Egypt. 108 During
this age, Bossuet has God becoming the legislator of asociety, writing the ten
commandments "with his own hand" and dictating other tenets to Moses. 109
100 1b1d.,
101

p. 97.

Ibid., p. 149.

lO2lbitJ., p.97.
peur qu'il n'infectât tout le genre humain, ii n'eteignit tout a
fait la connaissance de Dieu,
ce grand Dieu appela d'en haut son serviteur Abraham, dans la famille duquel ii voulait établir son
culte, et conserver I'ancienne croyance tant de la creation dl'univers que de la providence
particulier avec laquelle ii gouverne les choses humaines." Ibid., p. 150.
104 Ibid., p. 97.
10 La circoncision leur est demeurée comme la marque de leur origine." Ibid., p. 149.
lUI arti cI
e le plus memorable de la promesse divine. Tous les peuples se précipitaient dans
I'idolâtrie. Disu promit au saint patriarche qu'en Iui et en sa semence, toutes ces nations aveugles
aui oublialent leur créateur seralent bénites, c'est-à-dire rappelées a
sa connaissance, oca se
trouve la veritable bénédiction." Ibid., p.153.
107 Ibid., p.99.
108 1bid.
1
écrit de sa propre main, sur deux tables qu'il donne ;k Molise
le fondement de cette Ioi,
c'est-à-dire le Décalogue, ou les dix commandements, qui contiennent les premiers principes du
.

.

.
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Men get an improved understanding of God insofar as some adjectives are
added to those normally employed when speaking of the divine.
In labelling the fifth age of mankind, Bossuet combines sacred and
profane

--

it is the age of Troy and of the first Kings of the Chosen People.' 10

However, the content of the age remains emphatically biblical.

Bossuet

declares that the Israelite monarchy was the result of demands by the Israelites
and that they represent achange to amore august political form of existence for
the Chosen People. 111

It seems that the significant development in this age is

the introduction of a monarchical regime for political action based in spiritual
truth. It seems as well that Bossuet sees the purpose of political power in the
capacity to effect religious

goa l
s. 112

Bossuet defines the sixth age of mankind by means of mundane political
achievements of the Hebrews.

It is the age of Solomon's completion of the

temple and the re-establishment of the Jews after the Babylonian Captivity.' 13
For Bossuet, the kingship of Solomon and the completion of the temple
constitute an earthly unity that reflects divine unity.' 14 It was afurther step in the
establishment of God's cult 115 and provoked the admiration of all peoples. 116
One of the purposes of the greatness of the monarchy is to foreshadow the rule
of Christ.' 17

cuRe de Dieu et de la société humaine. II dicte au même Wise les autres préceptes.. Ibid., p.
.

99.

110 1bid.,

p. 100.
1b1d., p.159.
112 "Quand David eut déf alt tous ses ennemis, et qu'il eut poussé les conquêtes du peuple de
Dieu jusqu'à L'Euphrate; paisible et victorieux, ii tourna toutes ses pensées a
I'établissement du
culte divin." Ibid., p. 159.
113 1b1'J.,pp. 101 and 108.
p. 159.
111

P. 163.
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During the sixth age of mankind, the prophets are the spiritual leaders of
the Hebrews, teaching, among other things, that worldly success is not "la
souveraine félicité." 118 Their purpose is to prepare mankind for the arrival of
Christ.

Bossuet sees God spreading the light of truth and providence in

preparation for the uncovering of the secrets of the time to come. 119 The
continuity of Moses with the prophets and with Christ is made explicitly by
Bossuet. 120
The seventh and last age of mankind is ushered in and given form by
Christ. 121 Bossuet insists on the theological elements of the seventh age as the
pinnacle of history.
power of miracles
revolutionized:

--

Christ unites knowledge of mysteries, confirmed by the
grace and truth. 122 The form of observance of God's law is

new conduct is required, and a new "order of things"

appears. 123 Christ is a more perfect embodiment of the new law than were the
messengers that preceded him, to the point that a new virtue appears, which.
Christ commands with His great example. 124

Human knowledge of God is

similarly transformed, because, Bossuet writes, Christ was in the breast of God
and joins men to uncover the secrets of the divine nature which was only
slightly known by Moses. 125
P. 161.
1191111 semblait qu'il voulait répandue toutes ses lumières et découvrir tous les conseils de sa
providence tat ii exprima clairement les secrets des temps avenir." Ibid., p. 167.
120"A cette Vol de Wise, Dieu avait joint les ptphètes qui avalent pane en conformité, et l'histoire
du peuple de Dieu faite par les mémes prophètes, dans laquelle étaient confirmées par des
experiences sensibles les promesses et les menaces de la Vol. Tout était soigneusement écrlt,
tout était digéré par I'ordre des temps: et voilà ce que Dieu laissa pour rinstruction de son peuple,
quand ii fit cesser les proptiéties." Ibid. p. 170.
121 Ibid., p. 124.
122 Ibid., p. 177.
124 1b1d

l25uCétait au Fils qui était le sein du Pére, et qui sans en sortir venait anous, c'était alul a
nous
découvrir pleinement ces admirables secrets de la nature divine, que Wise et les prophètes
n'avaient qu'effleurés." Ibid., p. 179.
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Bossuet's tracing of the ages of mankind follows the general fate of
mankind from Creation to the Israelites alliance with God, through their
mundane political existence up to Christ.

It is the account of men repeatedly

falling into sin, and being punished and rescued from their own weakness by
God.

The content is narrative, rather than metaphysical.

Although the Laws

develop history with careful attention to truth and virtue, which is the locus of
the great breakthroughs reported by Bossuet,

he also includes a detailed

account of the ages of man. In the latter, there is little discernible development;
the content is restricted to the narrative of human failure and divine response, in
which God is another character in the drama. Although it does not follow the
thread that seems to be Bossuet's major concern in the Discours

it seems that

the ups and downs of fallible humanity are still relevant portions of history. We
might reasonably conclude from this that in addition to the thread of truth and
virtue, the Bible is taken by Bossuet as an absolute source

--

whatever is found

in the biblical account is by definition relevant to history. If we combine this fact
with Bossuet's dating of world events according to two traditional systems for
measuring time according to biblical events, it seems probable that Bossuet
understands the Bible as an absolute source on the level of events in history.
This might be extended to the inclusion of empires in the history.

Bossuet

considers any empire mentioned in the Bible, and consequently contributing to
western culture worthy of his attention. He does not examine them in strict
relation to the Israelites, however, but outlines their achievements, admirable
traits and flaws independent of what they meant to the Hebrews.

We can say

that the unit of study is the civilization, but the principle of inclusion is biblical.
Bossuet pauses for aconsideration of the conflicting accounts of history.
He uses the histories supplied by such writers as Justin, Diodorus and Plato,
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but insists on the supremacy of the Bible. This position is assured, in the first
place, because Scripture was "dictated by the Holy Spirit." 126

He prefers

Xenophon to a number of other historians, only because that author's history
conforms best to the Bible and has the additional attraction of being "likely." 127
Bossuet justifies his dismissal of many Greek accounts as well, on the grounds
that the Greeks often recorded events years after their occurrence, and that they
were more inclined toward the education of their audience than the careful
research of their histories (italics added). It is also possible, he speculates, that
the work of the best, most exact historians, has been lost. 128

Although the

observation of the truth of Scripture depending on divine inspiration is made in
the spirit of aself-evident truth, Bossuet seems to feel it necessary or relevant to
spend several paragraphs defending the accuracy of the Bible on other
humanist grounds. 129 Later, Bossuet defends the Genesis accounts of early life
by explaining that the memory of the creation was retained in poetry.
Furthermore, when the time came for Moses to commit the history into writing, a
continuous oral tradition had been passed among a very small number of
men. 13 °
Part One of the Discours is marked by precise notes dating events from
the Creation in 4004 BC. 131

He emphasizes the literal truth of the Bible,

applying real time to its narrative, even in the face of rational criticism of "the

126ue11e aéte dicté par le Saint-Esprit" Ibid., p. '
106.
127uCe qui me determine a
ce choix, c'est que I'histoire de Xénophon, plus suivie est plus
vraisemblabte den elle-méme, aencore cet avantage, qu'elle est plus conforme aI'Ecriture." Ibid.,
p. 106.
128u11 le taut attribuer ou a
l'ignorance des Grecs plus eloquents dans leurs narrations que
cuneux dans leurs recherches, ou a
(a perte que nous avons faite de ce qu'il yade plus recherché
et le plus exacte dans leurs histoires." Ibid.
pp. 106-108.
1
Ibid., p. 154.
131 Ibid., p.95.
,
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chronologists." 132

Scrupulous, chronology has its uses, no doubt, agrees

Bossuet, but normally its disputes cover a few years here and there, and such
difficulties contribute nothing to the educational value of the work. The point, for
Bossuet, seems to be about choosing the most likely dates without a
committment to absolute accuraèy. 133 The choice of dating systems, whether
following the Septuagint or the Vulgate, which represents a difference only of
"empty centuries" 134 is, according to Bossuet, "an indifferent one in itself." 135
Bossuet accepts the Church's authority, which offers certainty with regard to
important dates. 136 Where difficulties arise, they are almost never of great
import, 137 and the main truth of the accomplishment of the plan of God is not
therefore obscured. 138
We have seen that Bossuet understands the Bible as a reliable historical
source, even and especially when its account conflicts with that of other
historians. It seems that although Bossuet constructs his history along a plot of
moral and theological development, his most basic criterion for inclusion in
"Universal History" is simply appearance in the pages of Scripture. Therefore, it
seems that Bossuet's history is not entirely constructed around the thematic
unity of moral history.

If the Bible is literally true, then events are part of

Universal History by virtue of their being recounted in it. Methodologically, then,
it seems that Bossuet's interpretation of the Bible tends to be literal.

The

132 1b1d.,

p. 141.
"Ies disputes des chronologistes, oü le plus souvent ii ne sagit que de peu d'années. La
chronologie contentieuse, qui s'arrête scrupuleusement a
ces minuties, ason usage sans doute;
mais elle ne'st pas votre objet, et sert peu a
éclairer l'esprit d'un grand prince.. j'ai suivi celui qui
m'a paru le plus vraisemblable, sans m'engager a
le garantir." Ibid.
134 1bid p. 141.
133

.

137"Et quand mème dans ces temps ii yaurait de la dispute pour quelques années, ce ne serait
presque jamais un embarras." Ibid.
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tendency is not overwhelming, however.

Bossuet is careful to indicate the

dangers of understanding biblical language literally.

For example, he explains

to his reader that Moses wrote his history with a carnal, rather than a spiritual
audience in mind, so that the notion that God actually has a mouth, and that the
soul is really God's breath, is ridiculous. In a neat paragraph, Bossuet explains
that the image of divine breath ought to suggest that the soul is made in the
image of the divine, but that it is not in itself divine.

Rather it "must always

remain in unity with that which formed it." 139 it seems that Bossuet's position on
biblical interpretation is an intermediate one.

The Bible is the most reliable

historical source available and yet it can be "truthful in everything" 140 without
being literally true in every instance.
biblical imagery:

Here is the paradox of Bossuet's use of

he understands it as a carrier of spiritual truth, avoiding the

possible heresies inherent in the definition of the soul, and yet he seems to
assume the literal accuracy in much of the account.

For methodological

purposes, Bossuet assumes the literal truth of the Bible, but his committment to
its reliability is not complete. 141
Bossuet explains his method of aligning profane with sacred history by
saying that the empires included have for the most part a necessary connection •
to the history of the people of God; God used them to punish, restore, protect or
sustain the Israelites. 142 He writes that imperial history shows that God used
139 "Souvenons nous que Moise propose aux hommes chamois, par des images sensibles, des
vérités pures et inteilectueles. Ne croyons pas quo Dieu souffle ala manière des animaux.. .Car
le Créateur, l'être incrée no serall pas compose de creatures. L'âme est faite, et tellement faite,
qu'elle West rien de la nature divine; mais seulement une chose faite a
l'image et ressemblance de
la nature divine, une chose qui doll toujours demeurer unieà celui qui l'a formée: c'est ce que veut
dire ce souffle divine.
Ibid., p. 144.
140 1bid., p. 217.
141 LOwith mentions Bossuet's uncertainty with regard to dates in Meaning in History ,p. 139 and
Bossuet himself commments on the metaphorical nature of some of the language.
empires ont pour la plupart une liaison nécessaire avec I'histoire du peuple do Dieu.
Dieu s'est servi ...[pour] châtier, rétablir, proteger et soutenir.." Bossuet, Discours p. 230.
. ."

,

49
everything at his disposal to serve and conserve His people, and one of the
reasons we know this is that the prophets predicted the rise and fall of
empires. 143

Thus the history of empires falls into the category of universal

history because it is included in the purpose of God, actualized in the lives of
the Hebrews.

But to Bossuet the utility of profane history extends beyond the

religious, since it can teach princes lessons, including the foolishness of
arrogance. 144
Thus there is a relevance to humanist history, even though it cannot rival
the universal importance of religious truth. God is the cause underlying every
element of history, however, there is a natural chain of cause and effect to be
observed. 145 Bossuet means to improve his readers' grasp of cause and effect
in history:
it is not enough to consider only great events whose outcomes decide'
the fate of empires. He who would understand the basis of human things
must look deeper, to the inclinclinations morals and customs the
character of the people involved." 146
--

This, writes Bossuet, is the true science of history. 147

In addition, Bossuet

includes observations about politics in the empires examined when they seem

l4SuCest ainsi que les empires du monde ont servi ala religion et ala conservation du peuple de
Dieu; ce'st pourquour ce mème Dieu, qui ataft prédire ases prophetes ..Ia succession des
empires." Ibid., p. 231.
1 "Mais cette suite des empires, même ala considére plus humainement, ade grandes utilités,
principalement pour les princes." since arrogance is battled by it. Ibid., p. 232.
145 GcyJ "qui afail l'enchainement de l'univers, et qui, tout-puissant par Iui-même, avoulu, pour
établir l'ordre, que les parties d'un si grand tout dépendissent les unes des autres; ce méme Dieu
avoulu aussi que le cours des choses humaines eUt sa suite et ses proportions..." Ibid., p. 233.
146 "il ne suff it pas de ... considère ces grands événements qui décident tout acoup de la fortune
des empires. Qui veut entendre afond les choses tiumaines, dolt les reprendre de plus haut; et ii
lui taut observer les inclinations et les moeurs, Cu, pour dire tout un mot, le caractère, tant des
peuples dominants en general que des princes en particulier, et enf in de tous les hommes
extraordinaires" Ibid., p. 233.
comme dans toutes les affaires ii yace qui les prepare, ce qui déterniine ales
entreprendre, et ce qui les fail réussir; la vraie science del'histoire est de remarquer dans cheque
temps ces secretes dispositions qui ont préparé les grands changements, et les conjonctures
importantes qui les ont fait arriver." Ibid., p. 233.
.
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useful to statesmen in his day: exposition and instruction are Bossuet's dual
aims in Part Three of the Discours.

The Egyptian civilization constitutes an

interesting example of Bossuet's complex approach to profane history.
Drawing on such sources as Plato, Herodotus, Diodorus and Justin,
Bossuet examines the Egyptian empire.

He does not depict it in its religious

significance as the jailer civilization to the Hebrews

--

a place of spiritual

imprisonment, to be abandoned in the search for a new society under God, but
as asociety in its own right. 148 Bossuet considers the Egyptians as a profane
people worth studying, and describes their admirable qualities.

Bossuet even

makes a humanist of God, claiming that He wanted Moses to learn from the
people of Egypt.' 49

Bossuet lauds them, because they knew that the true aim

of politics is to make life easier and render the people happy. 15 °They also knew
that virtue is the the foundation of any society. 151

The analysis includes

attention to the main virtues practiced by the Egyptians, the manner in which
such virtues were reinforced legally, and the tendency in the people, including
the king, to observe Egyptian law. 152 Inequality in life in Egypt was levelled by
equality in death, since even kings are judged in death (by men in this case, not
by God). 153 Egypt, like France, had apriestly class whose purpose is to enjoin
men to the practice of virtues such as religion, justice, gentleness, moderation,
magnanimity, sincerity, truthfulness and self-mastery.' 54 Other virtues found
among the Egyptians included their inventive spirit which moved them to the

148 Voegelin,

Israel and Revelation, pp. 112-113.
Discours, p. 239.
150uCe118 nation grave et sérleuse connut d'abord la vraie tin de la politique qui est de rendre la
vie commode et les peuples heureux." Ibid., p. 234.
151 Ibid .
149 Bossuet,

152 1bid

Ibid.,
1541bid.

1

234-235.
236.

pp.
p.
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design of many useful inventions; they were among the first to understand
astronomy. 155

Their attention to balance even included the often neglected

virtue of physical health. 156
Bossuet also finds enviable traits in Egyptian foreign policy. They loved
peace, he writes, because they loved justice, and only fought in defence of their
country.

Their imperialism took the form of politeness and laws

--

they

conquered by their wise counsel and were among the most glorious and noble
that could be established with arms 157 and they had alove of country. 158
It seems evident then, that Goyet is accurate in her appraisal of Bossuet
as a historian whose approach is humanist in some respects, but otherwise
fundamentally Christian.

Whether these two tendencies are compatible, a

position to which Löwith has objected, will be considered below. In addition to
the above-described outline of Egyptian humanist political virtues, Bossuet's
explanation of the rise and fall of empires is described in sometimes
Machiavellian terms of the psychological implications of cruelty and luxury and
so on.

However, Goyet's argument regarding Bossuet's humanism is not

absolute because, for him the hand of God is still evident in history

--

the

surprising element of providence fits with the regular element of providential
order. Bossuet describes the mesh between the two:
Nations have possessed qualities proportionate to the elevation they are
destined to reach. Allowing for certain extraordinary events, where God
wishes his own hand to appear, agreat change in political life cannot be

156 1b1d

p. 239.
l57uLIEgypte aimait la paix, parce qu'elle amait la justice, et n'avait des soldates que pour sa
defence. Contente de son pays, oCi tout abondait, elle ne songeait point aux conquetes. Elie
s'étendait d'une autre sorte, en enboyant ses colonies par toute la terre et avec elles la politesse
et les lois ... L'Egypte régenait par ses conseils; et cet empire d'esprit Iui parut plus noble et plus
glorieux que celui qu'on établit par les armes." Ibid. p. 240.
1581bid., p.237.
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found which does not find its source in preceeding centuries. 159
The supremacy of the Christian framework persists; it provides both cause and
end for events in history.

The humanistscience of history for analyzing the

cause and effect is in Bossuet's history adependent area of study.
It seems evident that the model of Bossuet's Discours follows the pattern
set by the Bible, depending primarily on it as the authoritative source par
excellence.

Bossuet does mark some epochs by events in profane history, but

such divisions are for convenience. The content of Bossuet's history follows the
thread of a general moral and theological development. From the pages of
scripture, Bossuet has culled a narrative core about mankind's advancing
knowledge of God and His requirements of men. The narrative is elaborated
with a number of stories about the history of the Israelites

--

the people chosen

to represent mankind in their education. For the purposes of the Discours (as
opposed to some of Bossuet's more explicitly theological works) the author
employs phenomenal details of knowledge and worship rather than the
theological issues involved.

It seems that in the course of his history of the

moral development of mankind, Bossuet makes use of the external evidence of
development to mark and measure its advancement; he lists the adjectives
employed in the description of the nature of God, and names the particular
marks of obedience and convenant. This is consistent with Bossuet's tendency
to accept biblical details as literally true

--

the details, rather than the theology

are treated as central. The scope of events covered in the Discours seems

159 1es nations ont eu des qualités proportionnées aI'élévation a
laquelle us étaient destinés; et
qu'à la reserve de certains coups extraordinaires, oCi Dieu voulait que sa main parOt toute seule, ii
West point arrivé de grand changement qui Wait eu ses causes dans les siècles précédents."
Ibid., p. 233; and "Et comme dans toutes les affaires ily ace qui les prepare, ce qui determine a
les entreprendre, et ce qui les fait réussir; la vraie science de l'histoire est do remarquer dans
chaque temps ces secretes dispositions qui ont préparé les grands changements, et les
conjontures importantes qui les ont fait arriver.'" Ibid., p. 233.
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consonant with atendency toward literalism; Bossuet extends the "Suite de la
religion" beyond Christ's founding of the Church, to the early councils, and the
mundane power of the Church in the Holy Roman Empire. 16 °As Chapter Four
will show, the ontological dynamic is resolved by the Incarnation and the
establishment of the Church. However, Bossuet's literalism results in afusion of
sacred, spiritual, or metaphysical history with mundane Church history.

The

role of the Church as a powerful institution which enforces Christian standards
is of great concern to Bossuet. He sees Christ as similarly concerned with the
effectiveness of Church power. 161

Furthermore, Bossuet's examination of

empires in his universal history (which must be defined in terms of God) is
consistent with his literalist tendency. His study of empires is motivated not only
by adesire to educate the Dauphin in the political lessons of history, 162 but also
by a need to account for international politics in the Bible as divine education.
This is the reason behind his remark that the empires examined in Part Three
are necesarily chosen for their relevance to sacred history. 163 Bossuet takes
the Bible and lays it alongside a number of other historical sources; those he
employs in Part Three are not primarily traditional Christian ones. To put the
matter in Voegelin's terms, Bossuet moves the Bible from the category of
symbolic or

mythological

language

for "expressing the

irruption

of

transcendental reality, its incarnation and its operation in man" 164 to the
category of a chronicle of events. Bossuet's blurring of the line dividing sacred

160 1bid.,

pp. 125-141.
répandre dans tous les Ileux et dans tous les siècles de Si hautes vérités, et pour y
mettre en vigueur, au milieu de la corruption, des pratiques si epurées, ii fallait une vertue plus
qu'humaine. C'est pourquoui Jesus-Christ promet d'envoyer le Saint-Esprit pour fortifier ses
apOtres, et animer éternellement le corps de l'Egiise" ibid., p. 185.
162 1b1d., p.94.
p. 230.
164 Voegelin, From Enlightenment to Revolution, p. 21.
161 "Pour
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from profane history is aconsequence of his notion of providence, in which the
hand of God is seen as working in every empire. It is to that topic that we now
turn.
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Chapter Two:

Bossuet's Providence

Three commentaries on Bossuet are relevant to his use of providence as
the machinery of history. First, as we have noted, Thérèse Goyet calls Bossuet
a kind of humanist.

Second, Sister Georgiana Terstegge notes that Bossuet

authored two books whose unifying principle was providence' and argues that
it is his idée-maItresse, "present with acompleteness that is very striking."2 The
third observation to be considered is that of Karl Löwith: "Bossuet's
understanding of history stands and falls with the thesis that the whole of history
is guided by providence."3
Bossuet sees history as determined, to some degree, by the logical flow
of human causes and effects. His humanism is set against alarger background
of Christianity, which provides meaning and "first causes."

Providence

describes a"study of God in His relationship to the universe,"4 and by definition
it is central to sacred history. In addition, providence is Bossuet's model of the
divine-human interaction that links ultimate causes (Christianity) to particular
ones (humanism). Löwith has criticized Bossuet's application of providence to
history for its elaborateness. He thinks Bossuet has
proved too much. What has been said concerning contemporary
Christendom could also be said concerning the elaborate application of
a belief in providence to the understanding of history: "the less the
better": A more modest use of providence would be less questionable
and more Christian. 5

I
These are the Discours sur !'histoire universelle, and La Politique tirée des propres paroles de
I'Ecriture sainte. Sister Georgiana Terstegge, Providence as ldée-Maitresse in the Works of
Bossuet (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1948), p. 41.
2lbfrJ., p. 56.
3Kar1 LOwith, Meaning in History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949), p. 137.
4Terstegge Providence as ldée-MaItresse, p. 30.
5Karl LOwith, Meaning in History
p. 142. LOwith's use of the term Christian here suggests that he
and Terstegge have divergent understandings of the word. Terstegge seems to understand it in
doctrinal terms, but LOwith suggests that there is aChristian spirit in which to understand the
doctrine.
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This chapter will argue that, as the above observations suggest, Bossuet's
understanding of divine-human contact places an emphasis on the mundane
rather than the transcendent. It exaggerates the worldly residue of irruptions of
transcendence, while obscuring the experiences themselves.

Moreover, it

seems that Bossuet's elaborate use of providence is a consequence of his
understanding of Scripture.
In the Discours Bossuet explores the presence of God in the two central
elements of human existence: politics and religion. 6 Karl Barth distinguishes
between Christian belief in providence, calling it "faith in the strict sense"7 and
providence as a model for explaining events. He describes the former as "the
joy of the confidence and the willingness of obedience grounded in [Christian].
reality and its perception." 8 The latter he signals as the

"error of seeing

Providence as an opinion, postulate, or hypotheses concerning God, the world,
man..." 9

He warns against "any attempt at interpretation, exposition and

explanation based upon all kinds of impressions and needs carried through in
the form of a systematic construction and ventured as if it were a pious
outlook." 10 It seems that the elaborateness of Bossuet's treatment of providence
is aconsequence of his tendency to see the Bible as an accurate record of the
details of history.

Although it might have its theoretical roots in a theological

error, the model itself is an elegant one.

6"les

deux points sur lesquels roulent les choses humaines.." Jacques Bénigne Bossuet,
Discours sur I'histoire universelle in Oeuvres Completes de Bossuet vol. 4, Oeuvres
Théologiques, (Pans: Les Prétres de rimmaculée conception de Saint-Dizier, 1862), p.95.
7KarI Barth, "The Christian Belief in Providence: The Doctrine of Providence, Its Roots and Form,"
in God, History, and Historians: An Anthology of Modern Christian Views of History, ed. C.T.
McIntire, (New York, N.Y.: Oxford University Press, 1977), p. 208.
81b1d.
91b1d.
101bid.
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For Bossuet, providence is evident in political life, in sacred and profane
history. It orders societies and influences events. Providence is the mechanism
by which God commands faith in men, and its mechanics are the same whether
the field is political or religious existence. From the point of view of Bossuet's
providence, the distinction between sacred and profane is immaterial because,
as we know from Chapter One, Bossuet understands the object of human life
as always the same. The difference between sacred and profane history in the
Discourse

seems to be that revelation is unknown outside the sacred, even

though God might inspire men to act in politics or war.
As Chapter Four will show Bossuet's treatment of the Bible as an
historical source is to be contrasted with Eric Voegelin's understanding of the
evocative function of biblical symbols. According to the latter, the central aim of
the biblical language is to evoke experiences of world-transcendent reality in
the reader or listener. Bossuet's emphasis on the literal elements of the Bible
limits and even blocks the evocative function of biblical imagery.
site of the divine-human encounter from the soul

ground of truth 11

--

-:

It moves the

or the search for the divine

to the body and will. In the context of Bossuet's history, faith

is understood, less in the sense of "the substance of things hoped for, and the
evidence of things unseen" 12 than as obedience to the authority of tradition. In
Bossuet's work, the charismata are expected to play an essential role in

11 "Not aspace beyond space but the search is the site of the meeting between man and the
beyond of his heart.
The experience of transcendence, to summarize, is amovement of the
soul, culminating in an act of transcendence in which the divine Within reveals itself as the divine
Beyond." "What is History?" in The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin vol. 28, What is History?
and Other Unpublished Writings, eds.Thomas A. Hollweck and Paul Caringella, (Baton Rouge:
Lousiana State University Press, 1990), p. 5.
12 Heb. 11:1, cited in "Immortality: Experience and Symbol," p. 52 Put another way, Bossuet
emphasizes adoctrinal version of the credo Ut intelligam as opposed to the fides quaerens
intellectum. Cf. Voegelin's study of St. Anselm in "The Beginning and the Beyond," in The
Collected Works of Eric Voegelin vol. 28, What is History? and Other Unpublished Writings, p.
191.
. .
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commanding faith.

Even in Hebrew history, human involvement with God is

predominantly physical:

they are beaten into submission before they are

enlightened by faith. 13

The

exceptions occur in the prophets and such

remarkable individuals as Moses, and the experiences of these men are
incorporated in the tradition, which is implemented in people's lives by
authority.
We may reiterate

the observation that Bossuet's emphasis on

providence as the machinery of God's will results from his tendency toward
literalism and his desire to understand worldly things in Christian terms.
Furthermore, it seems that the effects of literalization and the accent on the
active elements of providence are precisely those elements criticized by
Voltaire. This chapter aims to show that Karl LOwith's charge that Bossuet's use
of providence results in an arbitrary model of politics is untenable. Yet it is true
that Bossuet's attempt to understand all politics exclusively in Christian terms.
entails aworldly emphasis of religious experience and might be misguided.

As

Löwith says: "A World which calls itself Christian is acontradiction in terms." 14
Bossuet's oeuvre describes the presence of divinity in all facets of human
life. He construes political reality as something to be accepted because it is to
some degree divinely willed, finding its roots in truths from sacred history. For
example, according to Bossuet, the very need for political rule stems from the
sinfulness of men (paradigmatically from Cain and Abel), which destroys natural

13 Bef ore Christ, alack of spiritual strength meant the need for rewards and punishments whose
impact was immediate. pp. 160-161 and the prophets before Christ "tirent Un grand changement
dans les moeurs des lsréalites. Its n'avaient plus bosom ni d'apparition, ni de prediction manifeste,
ni do ces prodiges inouls que Dieu faisait Si souvent pour leur salut. Les ternoignages qu'ils
avaient vecues leur suthsaient; et leur incédulité, non-seulement convaincue par l'événement,
mais encore si souvent punie, les avait ent in rendus dociles." Bossuet, Disco urs, p. 177.
14LOwith, Meaning in History, p. 144.
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society among men. 15 According to Bossuet, the distribution of power has to be
understood as having its root in divine assent. 16

Order is maintained by

government, otherwise the disorder and confusion of passion would
dominate. 17

Government restores the community of men, and its roots are

found as far back as the creation of mankind. 18 The apparent chance by which
some are born to rule and some to obey is not merely cruel fate, because God
places individuals carefully in the political hierarchy; according to Bossuet,
"under ajust God, there is no such thing as a purely arbitrary power." 19 The
very possibility of government and society is unthinkable without a superior
power at work. God is the natural protector of human society, and he punishes
every contravention of the laws. 2° In Bossuet's view, the presence of God can
be sensed both in politics and in profane as well as. sacred history, and God's
justice can be expected to respond even to political "sins."
Bossuet also describes "direct" human encounters with the divine. The
theoretical foundation of providence is the creation. God created men, and they
thereby have a natural end, which is God. God directs and intervenes in the
natural world, punishing and guiding men by means of miracles; he inspires
great leaders with knowledge of Him. In the ultimate paradigm of providence,

15 "La seule autorité de gouvernement peut mettre un frein aux passions, et a
la violence
devenue naturelle aux hommes." La Politique tirée des propres paroles de !"Ecriture sainte in
Oeuvres Completes de Bossuet vol. 7, Gallicanism, (Paris: Les Prétres de l'immaculOe
conception de Saint-Dizier, 1863), p. 601 and p. 598.
16 Ibid., p774.
17 "C'est par la seule autorité du gouvemement que runion est établie parmi les hommes." Ibid.,
p. 601.
18U01eu aétabli la fraternité des hommes en les faisant tous naItre d'un seule, qui pour cela est
leur père commun, et porte en Iui-mOme I'image de la paternité de Dieu." Ibid., p. 596.
19 "5IJS Un Dieu juste, il n'y apoint do pouvoir purement arbitraire." Ibid., 711.
2Le peuple ne pouvait s'unir en soi-même par une société inviolable, si le traité Wen était taft
dans son fond en presence d'une puissance supérieure, telle que celle de Dieu, protecteur
naturel do la société humaine, et inevitable vengeur do toute contravention ala Ioi." Bossuet, La
Politique, p. 604.
,
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divine presence appears in History as Christ.

Such evidence of the divine in

history is to be distinguished from a secondary level of providence that can be
discerned in Bossuet's work. He emphasizes such phenomena as the written
records of miracles and revelations, and the Church in its role as an enforcer of
orthodoxy.

Bossuet often refers to a record or a legacy of direct encounters,

which are to have the same effect as the direct punishments and
encouragements: they command faith in the listener and by extension make
salvation attainable.

The distinction is meaningful because it suggests the

possibility of salvation and Christian existence without direct or unmediated
contact with the divine. God the creator is the ground of every facet of the
cosmos. If there is order in nature, Bossuet says, it is because God wants men
to admire his wisdom reflected in that order. 21 Thus it seems that men are to
recognize the presence of the divine in phenomena other than miracles and
prophecy. However, God can also force nature outside its most constant laws;
and this proves that God's will is the only thing underlying order in the world. 22
Order in nature is indicative of divine presence, but the disruption of that order
by miracles indicate that God is the absolute master of the universe.
Discours

The

is a chronicle of both the natural order of cause and effect in history

and its disruption by God, so that it accounts for the nature as well as the history
of the divine-human relationship.
Bossuet writes that the Genesis account of history up to the vocation of
Abraham is the general beginning of the world, and that it sets the tone for
21 "tout depend immédiatement de Iui; et Si, Solon l'ordre établi dans la nature, une chose depend
do I'autre
c'est acause quo ce memo Dieu, qui ataft toutes les parties de l'univers, avoulu her
les unes aux autres, et fade éclater sa sagesse par ce merveilleux enchainement." Bossuet,
Discours, p.143.
aforce ha nature a
sortir de ses lois les plus constantes, ii acontinue par là a
montrer qu'il
en était he maitre absolu, et que sa volonté est he seul lien qui entretient l'ordre du monde." Ibid.,
p. 148.
...
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human history under the rule of providence, where man is "always under the
hand of his creator, drawn from nothingness by God's word, conserved by his
goodness, governed by his justice, delivered by his mercy and always subject
to his power." 23 The creation shows the overarching nature of providence

--

God is the creator of men and is the ground of their being and the telos of their
lives. The soul is created, and is therefore something which, although not
divine, must nevertheless seek God.

In Bossuet's words, this is because the

soul must seek its creator; 24 he writes that "men have only one end and one
object and this is God."25 Providential rule is not limited to humanity; it extends
to the whole of creation. 26
It seems that Bossuet understands the locus of divine-human
involvement as predominantly a worldly one.

God reveals Himself through

miracles and prophecy, and Bossuet describes Him in the Discours as being
present primarily to the senses, rather than the soul. Although the human soul
reflects the image of the Trinity, 27 according to Bossuet, divine wisdom is
impenetrable to us. We can however, still know it by its effects. 28 The history of
the Hebrew people offers an understanding of the pattern of the nature of
divine-human communication, since they are the "palpable example of God's
eternal providence."29 In Bossuet's account, the basis of the education of men

23 "Voilà des commencements du monde, tels que I'histoire de Molse nous les représente:
considérer I'univers et le genre humain toujours sous la main du Créateur, tire du néant par sa
parole, conserve par sa bonté, gouverné par sa justice, délivré par sa miséricorde, et tcujours
assujetti asa puissance." Ibid., p. 148.
24u une chose .qui dolt toujours demeurer unie acelui qui I'a formée." Ibid., 144.
25 'Les hommes Wont qu'une même fin, et un méme objet, qui est Dieu." Bossuet, La Poiltique,

p. 596.
6"Sa providence s'étend sur tout ce qui avie." Bossuet, Discours, p. 147.
p. 179.
28uMais Si cette divine sagesse nous est impénétrable en elle-mème, elle se declare par ses
effets." Ibid., p. 208.
29uun exemple palpable de son éternelle providence." Ibid., p. 142.
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in the Old Testament is in temporal rewards and punishments for virtuous or
vicious behavior. 30 Its fruit is described by Bossuet as docility and the hope of
eternal life, rather than understanding or insight. 31
It seems that Hebrew history offers the paradigm of providence in
history. 32 The education of the Hebrews in truth and virtue is characterized by
miraculous temporal rewards and punishments.

Bossuet claims that their

worldly condition reflects their piety, in accordance with the Wisdom that
governs them. 33 The series of predictions and miracles is performed for the
salvation of the people. 34 The active pattern of providence changes with the
advent of Christ and the establishment of the Church; we might generalize with
Bossuet that providence as an effective cause of events is largley limited to
Hebrew history.

In introducing his sacred history, Bossuet makes a general

division between the Hebrews up to the time of the prophets

--

weak and coarse

men, who need temporal rewards and punishments to sustain them in virtue

--

and the faithful, or better-instructed men, who need only live by their faith,
clinging to the hope of eternal rewards. 35 To repeat: once the education of
temporal providence has been achieved, men can live by faith.

For Bossuet,

faith is the outcome of physical discipline, the "fruit of the preceeding
chastisements and prophecies." 36 After a history full of miracles and predictions
and "apparitions",

"all they had witnessed sufficed to bring the Hebrews into

30 1b1d.
31 Ibid.,

pp. 141-142 and p. 170.
p. 142.
33 'un peuple dont la bonne ou la mauvaise fortune dépendit de la plété, et dont I'Etat rendit
temoignage a
la sagesse et ala justice de celui qul le gouvemait." Ibid.
34 "ces prodiges inouls que Dieu faisait si souvent pour leur salut." Ibid.,
p. 170.
35 "...Ies hommes, encore infirmes et grossiers, ont eu besoin d'être soutenu par des
récompenses et des châtiments temporets, et
les fidèles mieux instruits ne doivent plus vivre
que par la foi, attaches aux biens éternels, et souff rant, dans I'espérance de les posséder, tous
les maux qui peuvent exercer leur patience." Ibid., pp. 141-142.
36ufpjfts des châtiments et des prophéties precédentes" Ibid., p. 170.

321bjcj,

...
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obedience."37 It is not that the later men were naturally more virtuous, but rather
that the temporal punishment had produced better behavior in them.

Human

incredulity had been punished so many times that men had been rendered
docile38 and the miraculous penalties that took place in the Old Testament are
intended to be remembered forever. 39
Miracles such as the Flood exemplify providence acting as divine
vengeance, 40 The crime was obviously not aviolation of some statute, but of
transgressions against the Natural Law. This most general of laws is enforced
miraculously, as are its later incarnations. The history of the Chosen People
records that God uses miracles to hold men to the general laws He has
established, and to give them new laws to follow. 41 The division of languages
and the destruction of the Tower of Babel are "un autre fléau" punishing men
who forgot or mistrusted the divine promise (that there would be no further
floods). 42 The Old Testament model of providence matches virtue to worldly
success, and vice to punishment: under the administration of the judges (during
the rule of the written law), the chosen people is treated according to its good or
bad behavior. 43

37 "IIs

They were still coarse and unformed, so their education

n'avaient plus bosom ni d'apparition, ni de prediction manifest, ni de ces prodiges inouls
que Dieu faisait si souvent pour leur salut. Les témoignages qu'ils avaient reçus leur suffisaient"
Ibid., p. 170.
38u
.et leur incrédulité, non-seulement convaincue par I'événement, mais encore si souvent
punie, les avait enf in rendus dociles." Ibid., p. 170.
J9U4OJO
Dieu médita une vengeance dont ii voulut que le souvenir ne s'éteignIt jamais parmi les
hommes..." Ibid., p. 146.
40 1bid., p. 147.
4luLhistoire do peuple do Dieu, attestée par sa propre suite, et la religion, tant do ceux qui l'ont
écrit que de ceux qui l'ont conserve avec tant do soin, agarde, comme dans un fidèle régistre, la
mémoire do ces miracles et nous donne par là I'idée veritable de ['empire supreme do Dieu maitre
tout-puissant do ses creatures, soft pour les tenir sujettes aux lois générales qu'il aétablies, soft
pour leur en donner d'autres quand ii juge qu'il est nécessaire de reveiller par quelque coup
suprenant le genre humain endormi." Ibid, p. 148.
42 Ibk.,
pp, 147-148.
4'
3"diversement traité, solon qu'il taft bien ou mal." Ibid., p. 158.
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required the equivalence between vice and misfortune to be brutally obvious. 44
Where respite from a deserved punishement was enjoyed, it for the sake of
some other providential design.

This is seen when God excuses Solomon from

his deserved punishment for the sake of David's future rule over the Israelites,
their success as a political entity, and the completion of the temple. 45 The
model of punishment and reward

is determined by pedagogy.

According to

Bossuet, the Old Testament is the story of men learning what need they have of
Christ; they are left to themselves and when they naturally succumb to vice, and
then they get the punishment they deserve. 46

Bossuet describes the Old

Testament manner of instruction as necessarily an immediate and material one:
Rebellion is like sleep, he writes, and awareness and obedience are like
wakefulness. Miracles are unequalled for their brutal, astonishing effectiveness
in "waking people up". 47 They also act to "confirm the promises and threats of
the law and prophecy."48 Miracles to not disappear with the establishment of
the Church

--

its position is based upon aseries of miraculous events and the

continuing success of the Church in the face of heresy and opposition is a
miracle which confirms all the others. 49

44 "mmes encore informes et grossiers, ont eu besoin dêtre soutenus par des rócompenses et
des châtiments temporels." Ibid., pp. 141-142.
Ibid., ,p.162.
46 "Mais avant que de nous donner le Sauveur, ii fallait que le genre humain cannOt par une longe
experience le besoin qu'iI avait d'un tel secours. L'homme tOt donc laissé alui-même ... et I'iniquité
couvrit toute la face de la terre. Alors Dieu médita une vengeance dont ii voulut que le souvenir
ne s'éteignit jamais parmi les hommes..." Ibid., p. 146.
47 1bid.,
p.148.
48"• contirmOes par des expénences sensibles les promesses et les menaces de la toil" Ibid., p.
170
49 "Ainsi, outre I'avantage qu'a l'Eglise de Jésus-Christ d'être seule fondée sur des faits
miraculeux et divins qu'on aécrits hautemen ...voici, en faveur de ceux qui Wont pas vécu dans
ces temps, un miracle toujours subsistant, qui contirme la vérité de tous les autres: c'est la suite
de la religion toujours victorieuse des erreurs qui ont tâché de la détruire." Ibid., p. 229.
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Thérése Goyet has written that for Bossuet, saints and great men are
"providential."50 That is, they have experience direct communication from God.
Their wisdom applies to every man's potential salvation.

For example, when

God decides to regulate the existence of men, he does not deal with the
population, but chooses Abraham in order to do it.51 Such an event consists of
the chosen man's "particular communication with God the truthfulness of which
[but not necessarily the mysterious content, it seems] is made clear to the
people."52 Some prophets are even protected by God, and these include Isaac
and Jacob 53 as well as David and Solomon. 54

God informs David and

Solomon of the secrets of the Messiah 55 and allows the prophets knowledge of
profane empires, because He controls those too, and he wants everyone to
know

it.56

In other words, in Old Testament terms, miracles function as rewards,

punishments, or shows of strength, and prophecy works as akind of exegesis of
God's rule of men.
Inspiration moves men forward, whereas miracles tend to function as a
punitive measure. God's choice and inspiration of Abraham is the first event in
Bossuet's account of salvation history. 57

Through inspiration, David and

Solomon learn details of Christ's life, and the humiliations he is to suffer

50mérese

--

a

Goyet, L'Humanisme de Bossuet vol. 2, L'Humanisme philosophique (Paris: Librairie
c. Klincksieck, 1965), pp. 266-267.
51 Bossuet, Discours p. 148.
52 "Dieu se communiquait a
eux d'une façon particulière, et faisait Oclater aux yeux du peuple
cette merveilleuse communication..." Ibid., p. 163.
53 1b1d.,
p. 151.
54 1bid.,
p. 162.
55 1b1d.
56 "Dieu donc, qui avait dessein de se servir des divers empires, pour chãtier, ou pour exercer, ou
pour étendre, ou pour proteger son peuple, voulant se faire connaitre pour l'auteur d'un Si
admirable conseil, en adécouvert le secret asese prophétes, et leur ataft prédire ce qu'il avait
résolu d'exécuter." Ibid., p. 232.
57 1bid., p. 140.
,

,
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step in their spiritual education 58 because material success is not the highest
happiness. As the age of miracles draws to a close and the advent of Christ
approaches, prophecy continues to function as a pedagogical tool, preparing
the Israelites for the idea that worldly happiness is neither the "souveraine
félicité" nor the "unique recompense."59
By definition, Christ fits into Bossuet's model of providence, since he is
"Dieu avec nous." 6° He revolutionizes the divine-human relationship; He
elevates

man, and despite his humanity,

he is in perfect accord with the

direction of the Word. 61 The history of the Hebrews was apreparation for Christ,
with the "sensible proofs, forming an unchanging foundation" and Christ's
arrival signalled the raising of men's minds toward higher thoughts. 62
Christ's mission is characterized by miracles, but the manner of
providence has softened from its original brutality.

The earlier, more abrupt

form was necessary, since temporal measures were required. But after a long
history of such miraculous lessons, the character of the people had changed.
Bossuet says that they are prepared for Christ; in that they no longer had need
of apparitions, manifest predictions and the like, and that their incredulity was
conquered and they had become docile. 63 Christ uncovered the absolute truth,
in the manner of a prophet

58 1b1d.,

--

teaching the "admirable secrets of the divine

p. 162.
p. 160.
60 1b1d., P. 179.
61 "
... en Jesus-Christ, 10 Verbe preside atout, le Verbe tienttous sous sa main. Ainsi l'homme est
OlévOe, et 10 Verbe no so rabaisse par aucun endroit: immuable et inaltérable, ii domine en tout et
partout la nature qul lui est unie. Do là vient qu'en Jesus-Christ, l'homme, absolument soumis ala
direction intime du Verbe qui I'élOve a
soi, n'a que des pensées et des mouvements divins..."
lbid.,180.
62uapras avoir Otabli par taft de preuves sensibles ce fondement immuable, que Iui soul conduit a
sa volonté tous los événements de la vie présente, II etait temps d'éléver les hommes ade plus
hautes pensées, et d'envoyer Jesus-Christ." Ibid., p. 142.
63 Ibid., p.170.

59 1bid.,
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nature." 64

He also performed miracles, but these were, unlike the divine

interventions of the Old Testament, since they united the usual power with utter
goodness. 65 His power is exercised from the centre of history, not from above

--

His miracles flowed directly from Him. 66 His functions as prophet and miracleworker were unified; his miracles confirm the mysteries he announces. 67 He
commands a new mode of behavior, and instead of the old promise of material
rewards, offers a future life. 68 His last miracle is the perfect sacrifice, by which
everything in the world changes. 69
With the Ascension, the "direct" character of providence changes.

He

remains among men "for all the days until the end of the centuries." 70 In
Bossuet's account the continuing presence seems due to the historical fact of
the Church as Christ's legacy as much as it is by dint of the Church's place as
the bride of Christ. He establishes the Church through which men are members
of His body so that the Father can only consider them in terms of Christ. 71 Even
the institution of the Church has elements of "direct" providence, in that the Holy
Spirit is sent to men by Christ. 72

The Christian tradition is the only one,

according to Bossuet, that can be traced back to the creation of the world, and

dans le sein du Père, et qui sans en sortir venait a
nous, c'était aIui a
nous découvnr
pleinement ces admirables secrets de la nature divine." Ibid., p. 179.
65 1bid., p.177.
66 1b1J
67uIt annonce de hauts mystères; mais ii les confirme par de grands miracles...." Ibid.
68uVoi
ci
donc une nouvelle conduite, et un nouvel ordre de choses: on ne pane plus
de
recompenses temporelles, Jesus-Christ leur montre une vie future; et les tenant suspendus dans
cette attente, ii tour apprend a
se détacher do toutes les choses sensibles." Ibid.
69 "Tout est consommé
tout change dans le monde: la toi cesse, ses figures passent, ses
sacrifices sont abolis par une oblation plus parf alto." Ibid., p. 178.
70"••• voilà je suis avec vous tous les jours jusqu'à la fin des siêcles." Ibid., p. 185.
71 "Ies hommes sont ses membres et son corps; le Père éternel ne les pout regarder qu'en tour
chef
[Christ] ne veut pas We séparé des hommes qu'il arachetés." Ibid., p. 185.
72 iI tour envoie to Saint-Esprit; I'Eglise se forme." Ibid., p. 124.

64 u
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which develops God's own teachings for worship. 73

Certainly in Bossuet's

conception, the Church is a continuing miracle, and shows evidence of divine
interest since "superhuman virtue is required to spread the truth to all places
and all times, and to enforce the pure practices of Christianity."74
In Bossuet's account, the founding of the Church is the denouement of a
narrative that begins with Creation. The Church's steadfast nature may be an
example of the direct involvement of the divinity in protecting it, but it is also the
custodian of the tradition.

The Christian tradition is the story of the divine-

human struggle conducted by miracles and prophecy in Israelite history. There
is evidence for the contention that in Bossuet's estimation, the memory of the
providential involvement of God and men is itself providential. He exclaims:
What abeautiful philosophy is the one that gives us such pure ideas
of the author of our being IWhat abeautiful tradition is the one that
conserves thememory of the magnificent works of God. How holy are the
people of God, since, by an uninterrupted sequence of events from the
beginning of the world to our age, they have kept aholy tradition and
philosophy. 75
The tradition serves not only to communicate God's nature and works, but also
to confirm faith, according to Bossuet. The history of miracles witnessed by the
Hebrews, he writes, serves to enforce faith in those who read it. 76

73 "C'est

aussi cette succession, que nulle hérésie, nulle secte, nulle autre société que la seule
Eglise de Dieu n'a pu so donner... Car Si Dieu acréé le genre humain; Si, le créant a
son image, ii
n'a jamais dédaigné de lui enseigner le moyen de to servir et de Iui plaire, toute secte qui no
montre pas sa succession depuis I'oilgine du monde West pas de Dieu." Ibid., p. 228.
74 Pour répandre dans tous les Iieux et dans tous les siècles de Si hautes vérités, et pour ymettre
en vigueur, au milieu do la corruption, des pratiques Si épurées, ii fallait une vertu plus
qu'humaine. C'est pourquoi Jesus-Christ promet d'envoyer le Saint-Esprit pour fortifier sos
apOtres, et animer éternellement le corps de l'Eglise." Ibid., p. 185.
7 "La belle philosophie quo celle qui nous donne des Wes Si pures de l'auteur de notre We! La
belle tradition que cello qui conserve la mémoire de SOS oeuvres magnifiques! Quo le peuple de
Dieu est saint, puisque, par une suite non interrompue depuis l'origine du monde jusqu'à la nos
lours, ii atoujours conserves une tradition et une philosophie Si Sainte!" Ibid., p. 148.
(OkAinsi tant de miracles étonnants, que les anciens Hébreux ont vus de leurs yeux, servent
encore aujourd'hui a
confirmer notre foi." Ibid., p. 215.
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History for Bossuet consists mainly of the story of episodes in which God
reveals the truth to men, and instructs them regarding their appropriate
behavior.

Men fail or succeed in meeting the divine requirements, and are

rewarded or punished accordingly. Before there was awritten history of such
rewards and punishments, God inspired oral history. 77 The recollection of
history is part of the human obligation to God. 78 When Moses is called by God
to write the significant history of men, the Holy Spirit raises him above the
ordinary reliance upon memory. 79 For this reason, Moses is able to render the
tradition with exactitude and simplicity

--

qualities which attract belief and

admiration to the inspirer of the history, who is God. 8° The whole of the tradition
is gathered under divine auspices. 81 He writes:
•

The history of the people of God.
has kept, in atruthful record, the
memory of the miracles described in history, and thereby gives us atrue
idea of the supreme empire of all-powerful God over his creatures,
whether it be to hold them to his general laws, or to establish new ones
when he deems it necessary to reawaken the sleeping human race by a
surprise. 82
. .

The tradition functions by attracting belief in the marvels it records. It became
necessary for Moses to undertake awritten record of history, since the natural
means of human acquaintance with the divine and the truth of the creation
memory and natural reason
77 1bid.,

78- pour

--

--

the

proved inadequate. 83 To repeat, the tradition is

P. 155.
conserver jusqu'à Wise la mémoire des choses passées.." Ibid.

79 Ibici.
81 "A cette 101 de MoIse, Dieu avait joint les prophètes qui avaient pane en conformité, et I'histoire
du peuple de Dieu faite par les méme prophètes, dans laquelle étaient confirmées par des
experiences sensibles les promesse et les menaces de la loi. Tout était soigneusement écrit;
tout était digéré par I'ordre des temps." Ibid., p. 170.
82aLhistoire du peuple de Dieu
agardée, comme dans u fidèle registre, la mémoire de ces
miracles et nous donne par là I'idée veritable de l'empire supreme de Dieu maître tout-puissant de
ses creatures, soft pour les tenir sujettes aux lois generates qu'il aétablies, soft pour leur en
donner d'autres quand ii juge qu'il est nécessaire de reveiller par quelque coup surprenant le
genre humain endormi." Ibid., p. 148.
3Ibid., p. 153.
...
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in Bossuet's estimation, the part of the divine plan to demonstrate the truth of
God's absolute rule over men. 84
A digression is necessary here to account for the link between the
Christian tradition and salvation in Bossuet's understanding.

It seems that for

Bossuet the subject of God and appropriate human behavior in Christian history
is also the centre of human perfection; the soul has understanding and will 85
and these two qualities correspond to truth and virtue. Human life, as we know,
has its object in God, 86 and the perfection of man is found in the practice of
virtue and the understanding of the truth. 87 The right order of human existence
comes from conforming to the will of God and this is not only moral, but
reasonable existence. 88 Among the elements of a reasonable existence is the
submission of human will to "superior causes." 89 For Bossuet, order consists in
each one submitting to that to which one owes submission. 90
The proper submission of the will and the understanding to superior
causes is crucial, and yet the active regulation of human behavior by God has
ended. How are the faithful to understand their obligations? Providing an
84 lb1d.

B5uLIt..,mme qui afait reflection sur lui-même, aconnu qu'il yavait dans son âme deux puissances
ou faculté principales, dont l'une s'appelle entendement, et rautre volonté." Les Elevations sur
los Mystêres, in Les Oeuvres completes do Bossuet vol. 9, Oeuvres ThOologiques (Paris: Les
Prétres de l'immaculée conception do Saint-Dizier, 1863), p. 32.
86 "Les hommes wont qu'une memo fin, et un mOme objet, qui est Dieu." Bossuet, La Politique,
p. 596.
87uToute la conduite de l'homme depend du bon usage de ces deux puissances. L'homme est
parfait, quand, d'un cOté, it entend le vrai, et que, de l'autre, ii veut to bien veritable, c'est-à-dire at
vertu." Bossuet, Elevations sur les Mystères, p. 32.
88t• ..lorsque la raison, ainsi la regle do la raison, c'est Dieu memo, et Iorsque la raison humaine
compose ses mouvements solon la votorité de son Dieu, do là résulte cet ordre admirable, de là
ce juste temperament, de là cette médiocrité raisonnabte qui fait toute la beauté de nos Ames."
Oeuvres oratoires do Bossuet ed. M. Lebarq (Paris: Bruges, 1926-1927), pp. 332-333; quoted
in Jacques LeBrun in La Spiritualité de Bossuet (Paris: Librairie C. Klincksieck, 1972), p. 101.
8guLa rectitude, et la juste règle, et l'ordre, sont inséparables: or, chaque chose est bien
ordonnée quand elle est soumise aux cause supOrleures qui doivenet lui dominer par leur
naturelle condition: c'est en cola que l'ordre consiste, quand chacun so range aux volontés de
ceux a
quill dolt We soumis." LeBrun, La SpiritualitO do Bossuet, p. 101.
901b1d.
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answer is the role of the Church; its task is to spread truth and enforce virtue in
the midst of corruption. 91 We also know from Bossuet that the tradition of the
Church includes some sublime truths that not everyone can understand with the
clarity of a St. Augustine; 92 most of us are ruled by our senses, and our
imaginations are unruly. 93 This quality is at the root of man's sinful nature:
curiosity and the will to act according to one's own thoughts provoked original
j•94

For Bossuet, the way back to happiness lies in placing the yoke of

obedience and faith over imagination and curiosity. 95 This submission is very
comforting to Bossuet, since the weak human intellect is a victim of its own
operations.

It needs to be "fixed and determined" by

the authority of the

Church, which unifies all the authority of past centuries and of the tradition. 96
The authority of a St. Augustine might be compared to that of an excellent
mathematician, on whose authority one would believe that an eclipse, for
example is expected.

One could not claim full understanding, says Bossuet,

without becoming capable of a similar calculation, but one would believe

Tour répandre dans tous les Iieux et dans tous les siècles de Si hautes vérités, et pour ymettre
en vigueur, au milieu de Ia corruption, des pratiques Si épurees," Bossuet, Discours p. 185.
92,,11 West pas donné a
tous de bien entendre ces sublimes vérités, ni de voir parfaitement en luimême cette merveilleuse image des choses divines, que saint Augustin et les autres Pères ont
crue Si certaine." Ibid., p. 180.
93 "Les sens nous gouvernent trop; et notre imagination, qui se veut mOler dans toutes nos
pensées, ne nous permet pas toujours de nous arréter sur une Iumière si pure." Ibid., pp. 180181.
94 "
... une trompeuse curiosité, une flatteuse pensée d'orgueil, le secret plaisir d'agir de soimême, et selon ses propres pensées, I'attire et I'aveugle; ii veut faire une dangereuse épreuve
de sa liberté, et ii goOte avec to fruit défendu la pernicieuse de contenter son esprit." Ibid., p.
145.
95 "0 Dieu! je me soumets avos defenses; je renonce a
toute science curieuse, puisque vous
m'en defendez I'usage; je ne devais savoir par experience que le bien
et je me contente do la
science que vous voulez me donner..." Ibid.
96 "Quelle consolation aux enfants de Dieui..Si notre esprit naturellement incertain, et devenu
par ses incertitudes le jouet de ses propres raisonnements, abosom, dans les questions Ii) it y va
du salut, d'être fixé et déterminé par quelque autorité que celle de l'Eglise catholique, qui réunit
en elte-méme toute l'autorité des siècles passes, et les anciennes traditions du genre humain
Ibid., p.228.
91

,

...

..."
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nonetheless. 97 Furthermore, for Bossuet, true understanding is not possible for
any man in this life. The fruit of faith is the happy future life and included among
the boons of this life is the knowledge of God. 98 Bossuet seems to see several
levels of understanding of divine truth. At the apex is afull understanding of the
divine, which Bossuet describes as a "face to face" meeting with God after
death. 99 The next best thing appears to be the sublime understanding achieved
by remarkable individuals such as St. Augustine. Most mortals, it seems, cannot
attain this, but must aim at improving their understanding through faith and
study of the tradition.
Now, for Bossuet, authority is an important element in faith. Proofs from
authority engender faith, 10 ° and faith is the habit of accepting authority. 101
Reason, or understanding, is present in the mind of the authority, even though
there might be some obscurity in the mind of the faithful one. 102 Reason shows
that it is often necessary and right to cede to authority- 103

The proof from.

authority is constant when God speaks 104 and since His is an infallible authority,
assent must be full and absolute. 105
97ulI taut pourtant remarquer que mon esprit consent aune vérité sur le rapport de qtielqu'un, je
dis plutôt que je le crois que je ne dis que je I'entends. Si un excellent mathématicien m'assure
...je le crois sur sa parole. Je dirai que je I'entends, lorsque, instruit des principes, j'aurai taft la
mOme calcul que lui." Bossuet, Elevations sur les mystères p. 102.
98uLa vie bienheureuse est d'être avec lui dans la gloire de Dieu son Père; la vie bienheureuse
est de voir la gloire qu'il adans le sein du Pete des I'origine du monde; la vue bienheureuse, en
un mot, est de connaitre le seul vrai Dieu, et Jesus-Christ qu'il aenvoyé mais le connaitre de cette
manière qui s'appelle la claire vue face a
face" Bossuet, Discours, p. 178.
99 Ibid.
100 "...Ies preuves par I'autorité engendrent la fois
les demonstrations engendrent la science."
Bossuet, Elevations sur les Mystères p. 107.
101 "La foi est "une habitude de croire une chose par I'autorité de quelqu'un qui nous la dit..." Ibid.
102 "...dans la foi, la raison qui determine est seulement dans I'autonté de la personne qui parle.
C'est pourquoi la foi suppose toujours quelque obscurité dans la chose." Ibid.
103 "Ce West pas que I'autorité soft sans raison, car la raison elle-même nous montre quand ii taut
céderà I'autorfté." Ibid., p.101.
104 EIé vations sur les mystères, p. 101.
105 "...ou I'esprit entend que I'autorité est infaillible, et alors ii donne un consentement plein et
absolu." Ibid.
,

...

,

•
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The salient question here is how do we know when an infallible authority
is at work? Bossuet indicates the answer in the history of the Israelites, miracles
and prophecy prove the power of God and the veracity of the prophets (Christ
exceeds them all, of course).

For who could be behind charismata but God?

Here is the source of the importance of charismata to the Christian tradition:
The Bible records many such proofs in giving us an idea of God. 106 Miracles
are adduced as proof of inspiration; Bossuet even offers the analysis of
Porphyry, a pagan, as reinforcement of the argument for the divinity of Christ.
Even Porphyry can see that He was innocent and holy. Thirdly, He performed
miracles. 107

That he is offering "proofs" for the Incarnation, suggests that

Bossuet's view of faith is that it is commanded by the authority of miracles.
Accordingly, he writes: Jesus Christ performed miracles to justify his mission. 108
When he teaches about mysteries, as we have seen, he confirms them with
great miracles. 109 Bossuet outlines Christ's prophecies of the fate of the Jews,
among other things, calling them "the foundation of our belief," and adding that
the more deeply we accept these prophecies, the more truth we find. 110 Any
other claims of miracles or prophecy not recorded in the tradition are, in
Bossuet's view, merely the fables of false traditions. The conclusion is that faith
in the tradition and authority of the Church is called for in any reasonable

106 "La belle philosophie quo cello qui nous donne des idées Si pures de rauteur de notre être!
La belle tradition quo cello qui conserve la mémoire do sos oeuvres magnifiques!..." Bossuet,
Discours, p. 148.
107"Outre I'innocence et la sainteté de Jesus-Christ, ii ya encore un troisième point qui West pas
moms important, cost sos miracles." Ibid., p. 211.
108"JOsus-Christ ataft des miracles pour justifi er sa mission." Ibid.
10911 annonce do hauts mystères, mais II los confirrne par de grands miracles." Ibid., p. 177.
llO1'vij en voyez assez our demeurer convaincu do ces fameuses predictions qui font do
fondement de notre croyance; plus on los approfondit, plus on ytrouve de vérité." Ibid., p. 173.
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person. In faith, the quest for understanding continues but it seems that no full
understanding is possible in this world. 111
Bossuet declares that we read the history of the Israelites and are
reminded of the "supreme empire" of God.

We do not suffer the miraculous

punishments directly, but their story is expected to achieve similar results of
docility and faith. In Bossuet's words:
The history of the people of God, which is proven by its own content, and
the religion, as much as that of those who wrote it as those who
conserved it with such care, has kept, in afaithful register, the memory of
miracles. It thereby give us the true idea of the supreme empire of the allpowerful God over his creatures. 112
Karl Löwith has made two general criticisms of Bossuet's use of
providence in history: first, that he protrays the model of providence at work in
history as the surprising, almost capricious working of God through miraculous
coincidences, in sacred and profane history.

Secondly, he is concerned that

Bossuet overstates the importance of a model from Christian experience for
explaining secular politics, and Bossuet applies the notion of God to most
aspects of political existence.

Bossuet's treatment of politics in the Discours

has its source in the relation between the Hebrews, whose history is an
education on behalf of mankind, and other nations.

The primary function of

empires chronicled in the Old Testament is to punish, protect, test and support

111 '
4
Quant a
la foi, lors méme qu'elle donne une pleine certitude, elle ne taft point un parfait repos,
parce que l'esprit desire toujours de connaltre le fond des chases par lui-mëme." Bossuet,
Elevations sur los Mystèros, p. 107.
ll2ULhistoire de peuple de Dieu, attestOe par sa propre suite, et la religion, tant de ceux qui l'ont
écrit que de ceux qui l'ont conserve avec tant de soin, agarde, comme dans un fidèle régistre, la
mémoire de ces miracles et nous donne par là l'idée veritable de I'empire supreme de Dieu maitre
tout-puissant de ses creatures, soft pour les tenir sujettes aux lois generates qu'il aétablies, soft
pour leur en donner d'autres quand ii juge qu'iI est nécessaire de reveiller par quetque coup
suprenant le genre humain endormi." Bossuet, Discours p. 148.
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the chosen people. Included in this process is the awareness that such events
are meaningful

--

that they are the result of the will of God.' 13

Löwith characterizes Bossuet's use of the model of providence for
explaining profane history: "involuntarily and unconsciously all temporal events
co-operate eventually in the fulfillment of his eternal purpose." 114 Löwith
emphasizes the "miraculous coincidences" 115 in Bossuet's model, and there are
passages in the Discours that encourage such an interpretation. First, human
efforts achieve ends other than those they expect.

If you look at particular

human causes, writes Bossuet, everything is surprising, since "God knows how
to reduce everything to His will." 116 One might say that this passage is little
more than the observation that history is full of surprises.

Consequently,

Bossuet counsels his reader to follow events to their distant, rather than their
immediate

causes. 117

He

does

not

preclude

miraculous

"coups

extraordinaires," 118 but it seems that the real science of history, and indeed the
substance of Part Three of the Discours, lies in understanding the secret but
mostly human dispositions that prepare great changes. 119

When Bossuet

113 "Dieu donc, qui avait dessein de se servir des divers empires, pour châtier, ou pour exercer,
ou pour étendre, ou pour protéger son peuple, voulant se faire connaitre pour rauteur d'un Si
admirable conseil, en adécouvert le secret a
ses ptphètes, et leur afait predire ce qu'il avait
résolut d'exécuter." Ibid., p. 232.
114 Löwfth, Meaning In History, p. 138.
115 1bid., p.140.
116 En un mot, ii n'y apoint de puissance humaine qui ne serve malgré elle a
d'autres desseins
que les siens. Dieu salt tout réduire a
sa volonté. C'est pourquoi tout est surprenant, a
ne
regarder les causes particulières, et néamoins tout s'avance avec une suite réglee." Bossuet,
Discours, p. 268.
117"...accoutumer votre esprit arechercher les effets dans leurs causes les plus eloignées." Ibid.,
p. 233.
118 1bid
ll9Ndans toutes les affaires ii yace aul les prepare, ce qui les determine a
les entreprendre, et
ce qui les fait reussir; la vrai escience de l'histoire est de remarquer dans chaque temps ces
secretes dispositions qui ont préparé les grands changements, et les conjonctures importantes
qui les ont f
alt arriver." Ibid.
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proceeds to examine these dispositions, he looks at national character, and at
the character of statesmen. 120
Läwith characterizes Bossuet's providence as secret and outside the
natural chain of cause and effect. He writes:
Ultimately, not only sacred history but also the rise and fall of empires
must be explained by secret ordering; they cannot be understood by
mere historical, i.e. particular, causes. The whole possibility of
demonstrating an ultimate meaning in the whole course of history
depends on this relation of sacred to secular history. 121
Löwith emphasizes the secrecy of the divine plan and its apparently magical
power over immediate historical causes.

He speaks of providence as

"manifested by miraculous coincidences as the Pax Romana under Augustus
and the birth of Christ." 122 His commentary is reminiscent of Barth's warning
against the use of providence as a hypothesis.
explaining causes

It unites disparate concepts;

is not the same thing as construing meaning. A sympathetic

reading of Bossuet's account of causation in history reveals an elegant link
between the ultimate causes, namely divine will, which supplies meaning, and
particular causes, namely natural cause and effect, events unforeseeable by
humans, and miracles

--

which are historical.

Furthermore, such "miraculous

coincidences" do not dominate Bossuet's model of profane history.

Indeed,

Goyet thinks Bossuet has constructed a sound paradigm of such history. She
argues that Bossuet's Discours includes a "motivation for the history of atrue
science of action

--

she calls it "a relative science but full of the dignity that

adjoins to religion." 123

For Goyet, Bossuet's God did not abandon the

120 "Quj veut entendre a
fond les choses humaines, dolt les reprendre de plus haut; et ii lul taut
observer les inclinations et les moeurs, ou, pour dire tout en un mot, le caractère, tant des
peuples dominants en general que des princes en particulier. Ibid.
121 LOwlth Meaning in History, pp. 139-140.
p. 140.
123 Thérèse Goyet L'Humanisme de Bossuet vol. 2, L'Humanisme philosophique (Paris:
Librairie c. Klincksieck, 1965), pp. 252-253.
."

,

77
mundane side of life, but gave it another sort of continuity, a natural
"enchaInement" which God proposes to the attentive observation of man. 124
She qualifies his humanism as Christian, 125 because it is subsumed, but not
destroyed by a recognition of superhuman "ultimate" causes. She notes his call
for the voluntary submission human reason to faith in the superhuman

--

a

submission that does not "disfigure" the former. 126 The evidence, it seems to
me,

favours an intermediate position between Läwith and Goyet.

claims

neither total

unintelligibility

as

a consequence

coincidences, nor complete regularity in history

ala

of

Bossuet

miraculous

"scientific" historiography.

He writes that a rigid picture of cause and effect is impossible, since human
action always includes ameasure of the unforeseen.

It is through this unkown

element of human action that God moves men to fulfill divine purposes. 127
For Bossuet, God establishes a regularity of cause and effect in political
history, and shows His hand only infrequently: Everything depends upon God,
and if there is cause and effect evident in nature, it is because God wanted such
links, in order to demonstrate divine wisdom. 128 Such a system of cause and
l24uM ai
s la philosophie de Bossuet no se contente pas de l'antithèse étementaire; elle la
complete: ainsi la religion, s'incarne durant les changements de l'humanité, changements donte
elle est aussu la premiere cause; et Dieu, qui n'a pas abandonnée l'autre versant do la vie, lul a
donné une autre sorte de continuité, un uenchainement naturel, qu'il propose al'observation
attentive de l'homme." Ibid., p. 252.
125 Goyet writes that humanism is a"Théorie philosophique qui rattache les développements
historiques de I'humanité a
elle-même." Goyet, L'Humanisme do Bossuet vol. 1, La Goof do
Bossuet, P. vi.
126 Bossuet nous parlera sans cesse d'assujettir la raison, puissance proprement humaine, ala 101,
influence évidemment suprahumaine ... Le croyant ne peut souhaiter la défiguration de l'oeuvre
bonne du Dieu bon!" Ibid., p.viii.
127"On abeau compasser dans son esprit tous ses discours et tous ses desseins, I'occasion
apport toujours je no sais quoi d'imprévu, en sorte qu'on dit et qu'on fait toujours plus ou moms
qu'on no pensait. Et cot endroit inconnu a
l'homme dans ses propres actions, et dans ses
propres démarches, c'est l'endroit secret par oU Dieu agit, Otto ressort qu'i! remue." Bossuet, La
Politique, p. 706.
128 "tout depend immédiatement do Iui; et si, solon I'ordre établi dans la nature, une chose
depend de l'autre c'est a
cause quo ce mème Dieu, qui afait toutes les parties de l'univers, a
voulu les her les unes aux autres, et faire éclater sa sagesse par ce merveilleux enchainement."
Bossuet, Discours, p. 143
...
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effect is equally visible in politics, where, Bossuet writes,

God gave human

things proportion and order; men possess qualities according to the heights
they are destined to reach. Allowing for the exceptional moment, when God's
own hand appears in the world, there is not a single great change in human
affairs whose causes cannot be traced back centuries. 129 As Goyet puts it, for
Bossuet,

"natural order is contained in divine thought." 13 ° Bossuet writes a

history of cause and effect, which flows from the first cause, which is will of
God. 131

Indeed, Goyet scolds those who accuse Bossuet of having committed

an abuse of providence in his history.
Gustave

Lanson

has commented

on

historiographer according to modern standards.

Bossuet's success

as a

Lanson writes that Bossuet's

account of Greece is only useful as an example of 17th century history, but that
his appraisal of ancient Rome remains true. 132 Bossuet's so-called humanism
is in full evidence in his treatment of ancient Rome, and it is relevant by dint of
Läwith's mention of "miraculous coincidences." The science of history is based
on the study of passions and virtues at work in politics. Bossuet investigates the
functioning of institutions within apolitical society. His analysis of the decline of
Rome is an excellent example of Bossuet's attention to the detail of human
causes and effects. The fundamental maxim of the Roman republic, according
l29UCar ce memo Dieu qui afait l'enchainement de I'univers, et qui, tout-puissant par Iui-même, a
voulu, pour établir l'ordre, que les parties d'un si grand tou dépendissent les unes des autres; ce
mOme Dieu avoulu aussi quo le cours des choses humaines eOt sa suite et ses proportions: Je
veux dire que les hommes et les nations ont eu des qualités proportionnées al'élévation a
laquelle us étaient destinés; et.qu'à la reserve do certains coups extraordinaires, at) Dieu voulait
que sa main parQt toute seule, ii n'est point arrivé de grand changement qui Wait eu ses causes
dans les siècles précédents." Ibid., p. 233.
130 t'ordre naturel est donc contenu dans la pensée divine." Thérèse Goyet, L'Humanisme de
Bossuet vol. 2, L'Humanisme phiosophique, p. 337.
131• "nous avons vu qu'en fait comme en droit, la croyance yrespecte la suite des causalités
propres. Quo la science de I'histoire doive Otre autonome, nous avons morttré que c'était memo
une consequence de ce sentiment de la puissance infinie, que Dieu, en I'appliquant a
toute la
nature, modère harmonieusement." Ibid., pp. 339-340.
132 Gustav Lanson, Bossuet (Paris: Sôciété Française d'imprimerie et de librairie, 1898), p. 211.
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to Bossuet, was to identify liberty with Rome. 133 Bossuet says that a people
nourished in such an idea understand themselves as competent to command,
and that they will tend to desire self-rule. 134 The authority of the Senate was
judged necessary in such a situation, which otherwise would have been
chaotic. 135 Bossuet sensibly observes that the political culture of republicanism,
combined with the institutional structure of a senate led inevitably to conflict,
because the populace would accept advice, but not compulsion- 136
The plebeians resented the imperious conduct of the patricians, 137 from
which Bossuet concludes:
Thus Rome, so jealous of its freedom, saw the love of freedom upon
which it was based divide its citizenry. This is the source of the furious
jealousy between the Senate and the people, the patricians the the
plebeians, the former claiming that excessive liberty would lead to selfdestruction, and the others fearing that authority would naturally grow
into tyranny. 138
The conflict developed to the point where moderation became impossible 139
and it was from these roots that the subsequent events grew.

In the several

pages of history that follow the above analysis, God is mentioned not once, in
spite of the lucky coincidence of the Pax romana

and the birth of Christ, a

period covered in Bossuet's "humanist" analysis of the Roman empire.
l33WLa maxime fondamontale de la republique était do regarder la liberté comme une chose
inseparable du nom romain." Bossuet, Discours, p. 261.
134 "Un peuple nourn dans cet esprit...un peuple qui se croyait né pour commander aux autres
peuples ... ne voulait recevoir de Ioi que de Iui-même." Ibid.
l35uLtautorfté du sénat était jugée nécessaire pour modérer les conseils publics, qui, sans ce
temperament, eussent ete trop tumultueux." Ibid.
136 11 voulait bienétre conseillé, mais non pas force par le sénat." Ibid.
137 1bid.
135 "Ainsi Rome, si jalouse do sa liberté, par cet amour do la liberté qui était le fondement de son
Etat, avuo la division so joter entre tous les ordres dont elle était composée. Do là ces jalousies
furieuses entre le sénat et le peuple, entre les patriciens et les plébiens; les uns alléguant
toujours que la liberté excessive de détruit enfine elle-méme; et les autres craignant au contraire
que l'autorité, qui do sa nature croit toujours, ne dégénerat enf in en tyrannie." Ibid.
139 "L'intérêt particulier, qui fait quo de part ou de rautre on pousse plus loin qu'iI no faut memo ce
qu'on acommence pour le bien public, no permettait pas qu'on demeurât dans des conseils
modérés." Ibid.
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This is not to suggest that Bossuet banishes miracles from, profane
history: the powerful Babylonians and their arrogant kings undertook numerous
conquests. For example, it required nothing less than the hand of God and a
visible miracle to prevent Babylonian invaders from overwhelming Judea on
one occasion. 140 Bossuet's model of historical analysis begins with the divine
ground of order in cause and effect in history.

It accepts the variety of

proportions of natural ability distributed among men. The model seems to apply
regularly throughout history as described by Bossuet, except where God wants
his hand to appear without human agents. 141
The subtlety of Bossuet's model of providence in history is to be found in
the intermediate position, between humanist historiography and the stark
interference of miracles. In addition to the miraculous outbursts of divine energy
in history, God works in the minds of the great, influencing history from the inner
secrecy of individual souls, causing them to fail, or to surpass themselves. 142
This method wherein God guides outcomes in history providentially, works in, an
outwardly regular way, but with the additional element of the well-known
characteristic of politics: unpredictability. 143

In

concluding

these

14011 ne fallut den moms que la main de Dieu, et un miracle visible pour les empécher d'accabler la
Judée sous EzéchiasJ' Ibid., p. 243.
141 "Dieu, qui afait I'enchainement de I'univers, et qui, tout-puissant par lui-même, avoulu, pour
établir rordre, que les parties d'un si grand tout dépendissent les unes des autres; ce mëme Dieu
avoulu aussi que le cours des choses humaines eQt sa suite et ses proportions: je veux dire que
les hommes et les nations ont eu des qualités proportionnées a
I'élévation a
laquelle i
t
sétaieflt
destinés; et qu'à la reserve de certains coups extraordinaires, 0i1 Dieu voulait que sa main parOt
tout seule, ii West point arrivé de grand changement qui Wait eu ses causes dans les siècles
précédents." Ibid., p. 233.
abeau compasser dans son esprit tous ses discours et tous ses desseins, I'occasion
apport toujours je ne sais quoi d'imprévu, en sorte qu'on dit et qu'on taft toujours plus ou moms
qu'on ne pensait. Et cot endroit inconnu aI'homme dans ses propres actions, et dans ses
propres démarches, c'est l'endroit secret par oU Dieu agit, et le ressort qu'il remue." Bossuet, La
Politique p. 706.
143 ... ce long enchainement des causes particulières, qui font et Mont les empires, depend
des ordres secrets do la divine Providence. Dieu tient de plus haut des cieux les rènes de tous
les royaumes; ii atous les coeurs en sa main: tantOt it retient las passions; tantOt it leur Iâche la
bride, et par ia ii remue tout le genre humain." Bossuet, Discours p. 267.
,

,
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observations, it would seem that Löwith's criticism of Bossuet's use of
providence as being elaborate seems to be the most incisive commentary
considered here.

The elaborateness of Bossuet's model lies in the link

between ultimate causes of events (visible through the eyes of faith) and the
particular, historical ones (visible to the senses).

It seems one thing for the

believer to see the presence of God in the world, but another thing altogether to
postulate asystematic "deus ex machina" purportedly covering the entire scope
of human history. This is what Bossuet has done.
Löwith's assessment that Bossuet's history stands and falls with the
notion of providence seems justified.

Miracles and prophecy are the

indispensible means by which God effected progress toward salvation in sacred
history. The argument that the Church and the tradition constitute asecondary
element in the operation of providence is less obvious, but seems justified by
Bossuet's treatment of the role of tradition in bringing God into individual lives.
The tradition is the history of the providential relationship between God and the
Hebrews, followed by the culmination of that history in the divine founding and
animating of the Church. The task of the tradition and the Church is to inspire
faith in, and knowledge of God and to enforce virtuous practices required by
Him. Furthermore, Bossuet's insistence on the persuasive power of the
charismata, combined with his insistence on faith based on authority seems to
suggest that the manner of human interaction with divinity is more centred
around the submission of the will than the experience in the soul of the
substance of things hoped for and the proof of things unseen. Undeniably, the
emphasis on worldy reflections of divine power is one of Bossuet's
idiosyncracies.
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Bossuet's remark that the Hebrews are a palpable example of God's
providential rule of mankind, whose fortune was linked to their piety, suggests
the worldly immediacy of Bossuet's model. Emphasis on the physical residue
left in the wake of the exercise of divine power is characteristic of Bossuet's
account of providence, especially. throughout Old Testament history.

Miracles

and prophecy retain their role, albeit at one remove, when after Christ their
memory is enclosed in the tradition, where they are to have the same effect as
they had on the Hebrews, that of confirming faith.
Bossuet's understanding of tradition is thus somewhat circular.

The

traditional record of providence at work in history records miracles and
prophecy, and these serve to confirm faith in the genuineness of the tradition.
However, our acceptance of the truthfulness of the tradition, with its miraculous
contents, is not, strictly speaking, reasonable

but rather the product of our

submission of reason to the greater authority of faith.

And we make this

submission thanks to the persuasive strength of the miraculous.
Georgiana Terstegge's contention that providence is a unifying concept
in Bossuet's work lends credence to the argument that his linkage of ultimate
causes to particular ones is fundamental to his thought.

The meaning of

LOwith's assertion that the Discours depends theoretically on the notion that
history is guided by providence should be clear.

It seems that there is

consensus that Bossuet's history is primarily concerned with the effectiveness of
divine will in the mundane world.

His is a history controlled by providence,

rather than one in which providence describes the faithful person's sense of
Christian reality.
Bossuet's so-called humanism can also be understood as an intrinsic
element of divine providence. It is asystematized understanding of the natural
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chain of cause and effect in history, where no miracles are in evidence, but
where ultimate causes are nonetheless imputed to the divine will.

It is no

surprise that in Bossuet's work, providence is seen in profane history, since it
touches the thread of sacred history frequently in the Bible. We have seen that
Bossuet's history shows atendency toward treating the Bible as an absolutely
reliable source, and understanding the imagery contained in it as true in terms
of its details. The meaningful history of the Hebrews involves them with other
nations.

Thus the question is raised, for example, how was it that the

Babylonians took acertain action, or the Romans happened to be in a political
position advantageous to the spread of Christianity. The focus has shifted from
the experience of the Roman empire as providential, to the construction of a
model for explaining precisely how such providential political success on the
part of the Romans was effected.

It seems that for Bossuet, such a model of

providence at work in profane history is an addendum on the Bible, a source
which Bossuet continues to understand as divine and thus unquestionable.
This, rather than a burgeoning humanism, would provide a satisfactory answer
to the questions raised by difference between Bossuet's consideration of, for
example, the ancient Egyptians, and Voltaire's. Voltaire asks why no Egyptian
scribe would recount the parting of the Red Sea, or any other of the miracles
that the Bible reports.
Bible's reliability.

He takes the Egyptian silence as evidence against the

Since Bossuet does deal with the difficulties raised by

chronology and conflicting pagan sources, we are forced to conclude that he
did not recognize aproblem in this instance.
A contrast to Bossuet's juxtaposition of sacred and profane history is
found in Baithasar, who admits the influence of such secular developments as
Greek philosophy on the development of sacred truth, but whose gaze never
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moves from the central fact of divine truth in men's souls. Löwith's criticism of
Bossuet's providence as capricious, and not explicable in terms of historical
causes is unfair, but his complaint that Bossuet's providence is overly elaborate
is justified.

The model, although undeniably graceful and intellectually

satisfying, overreaches itself.

It makes the link between ultimate causes and

effective ones too explicitly.
Bossuet's view of biblical imagery as literally true is consistent with a
focus on the formal details of the biblical narrative and the mechanics behind
them, as opposed to the whatever spiritual meaning might be contained in the
form. As will be shown in Chapter Four, at the root of the Bible is a series of
human encounters with the divine

--

experiences of transcendence.

Eric

Voegelin has shown that the coherence and sense of the Bible are best
understood in terms of experience of transcendent reality. Bossuet's position is
removed from this, however, and in his zeal to see the Bible as the historical
source par excellence, he shows a tendency to understand its contents as
literally true.

The details of Bible stories take on an importance in Bossuet's

hands that they do not enjoy with either Voegelin or Balthasar.

Bossuet

concerns himself with such questions as whether or not Eve was present to
hear the injunction against eating the fruit of the tree of knowledge, and the
comparative virtues of that tree with the tree of life, whose powers he considers
in the Elevations sur les Mystères.
Furthermore,

it

seems that

Bossuet's

insistence

on the

effectiveness of providence in sacred and profane history introduces difficulties
of a kind similar to those Voegelin has described as metastatic faith. 144 That is,

Eric Voegelin, Autobiographical Reflections, ed. Ellis Sandoz, (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1989) p. 68.

1
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Bossuet's model of Providence, as Löwith notes, transforms the field of
Christian existence into a worldly one, an act which might be compared to a
belief in magic.

Such a move allows Voltaire to focus on the more glaring

problems of miracles and material details rather than on the spiritual
experiences actually at the root of the Christian tradition.
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Chapter Three:

Voltaire's Attack

Voltaire's contribution to. historiography in the Enlightenment consists of
two main components:

La Philosophie de !'histoire

moeurs et I'esprit des nations.

Originally composed

and the Essal sur les
during the "ecraser

l'infâme" campaign,' the Philosophie was intended to stand on its own. It was
later combined with the Essai

2

and usually appears as the introduction to that

work. The two works are theoretically complementary but thematically distinct.
The Philosophie, ostensibly an account of ancient history, is primarily an attack
on traditional historiography.
propaganda. 3 The Essai
"enlightened"

--

Indeed,

J.H. Brumfitt has called it a work of

is an attempt to replace the traditional with the

a compendium of details of "world history" not dependent upon

the cognition of faith for their unity.
This chapter aims at showing the continuity between the work of Voltaire
and that of Bossuet, which offered Voltaire atarget vulnerable to his attacks. If
Bossuet moved the divine-human encounter from consciousness to the will,
from the human serach for transcendence to the material world in the form of
miracles and inspiration, then Voltaire pushed the divine out of human reach
entirely.

By removing God from the universe, .
Voltaire cleansed the Biblical

vehicle of any remaining spiritual truths. Thus what for Bossuet had been the
meaningful narrative of the moral and religious education of humanity, albeit
couched in doctrinal terms,

is for Voltaire a mere collection of fables to be

ridiculed and then replaced by enlightened history.
Voltaire announces his intention of bringing enlightenment to the writing
of history in the opening paragraph of the Philosophie. He laments the fact that
1J.H.

Brumfitt, "Introduction," to The Complete Works of Voltaire, Vol. 59, La Philosophie de
!'histoire by Voltaire (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1969), P. 14.
2 1bjJ
p 11.
31b1d., p. 28.
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ancient history had not been written "en philosophe".

One wishes for useful

truths when reading history, he complains, but finds only useless errors. 4 The
requirements of enlightenment history are thereby announced, namely
truthfulness and utility.

Indeed, Voltaire wants to supply an entirely new

framework for understanding history. The standards of the enlightenment are to
be applied to the aims, standards and the purpose of history.
Voltaire's method is neither systematic nor direct, and the criteria are
developed implicitly within the Philosophie; he states them explicitly in notes
following the Essai. The best way to attack the "infamous thing", he writes, is to
appear to have no wish to do so. 5

One shows the chaos of antiquity,

demonstrating how frequently the new is mistaken for the ancient, the ridiculous
for the respectable. 6 Then, Voltaire proposes to let his reader draw his own
conclusions. 7 Thus the attack is sarcastic in tone, and frequently couched in
specious protests that the author accepts whatever the Roman Catholic faith
enjoins him to believe.
The Dictionaire

philosophique

offers clues to the theoretical

underpinnings of Voltaire's history. The Philosophie de I'histoire is the result of
Voltaire's application of his enlightened framework to the model of ancient
history the standard of which is the Discours sur I'histoire universelle. Much of
4"Vous

voudriez quo des philosophes eussent écrit l'histoire anciennce, parce que vous voulez
la lire en philosophe. Vous no cherchez quo des vérités utiles, et vous avez guere trouvé, dites
vous, que d'inutiles erreurs. Tâchons do nous éclairer ensemble; essayons do deterrer quelques
monuments précieux sous les wines des siècles." Voltaire, "Introduction" to Essaisu ries
moeurs et !'esprit des nations of sur les prinicpaux faits do l'histoire depuis Charlemagne jusqu'à
Louis XII! (Pans: Gamier Frères, 1963), 1:3.
5NJ e crois que la meilleure méthode de tomber sur l'inf âme est de paraitre avoir nulle envie de
l'attaquer.. Voltaire in aletter to M. Damilaville, in 1764 cited in J.H.Brumfitt, "Introduction" to La
Philosophic de I'histoire, p. 14.
6"
débrouiller un peu le chaos do l'antiquité; do tâcher de jeter quelque intérêt; de répandre
quelque agrement sur Ihistoire ancienne; do faire voir combien on nous atrompés en tout; de
montre combien ce qu'on croit ancien est moderne; combien ce qu'on nous adonné pour
respectable est ridicule.
Ibid.
7" . de laisser le lecteur tirer lui-mème les consequences." Ibid.
."

. ."

. .

88
the Discours must be rejected,

in

Voltaire's estimation, because one is never

obliged to accept events and stories that lack the appearance of truth or stretch
the bounds of credibility. 8 The Essai

represents the philosopher's step beyond

the critique, toward the construction of a new kind of history. In the context of
the enlightened vision of the divine in relation to the world, the content of history
becomes a sequence of events that must withstand the scientific test of
IikIihood, and the enlightened standard of usefulness. Given these strictures,
Voltaire thinks the resources of historical materials are endless.

"In all this

immense collection of facts, which no one can master, one must limit oneself
and choose.

It resembles a huge shop, where one chooses whatever serves

one's purposes." 9
The result of Voltaire's historical shopping spree is the Essai, a huge,
detail-driven work whose reported purpose

is

to ponder the "extinction,

the

renaissance and the progress of the human spirit." 10 Voltaire's own claim on
behalf of his Essai is not merely that it is an enormous multitude of facts, but that
it sets forward the principles demonstrating the pattern of progress to the
reader. 11

Against the bloody background of conflicts provoked by dogmatic

fervor, 12 Voltaire says that one can discern the arts, which soften and enlighten
the human mind made ignorant and ferocious by superstition. 13
8"Un lecteur sage s'apercevra aisément qu'il ne dolt croire quo les grands événements qui ont
quelque vraisamblance, et regarder et pltié toutes les fables dont le tanatisme, l'esprit
romanesque, et la credulité, ont change dans tous les temps la scene du monde." Voltaire, Essai
sur les moeurs, 1:800.
guD ans tous ces recueils immenses qu'on no peut embrasser, ii taut se borner et choisir. Vest un
vaste magasin oU vous prendrez ce qui est avotre usage." Voltaire, Essaisurles moeurs, 1:196.
10 VoUaire, Remarques sur !'Essai inEssai sur les moeurs et !'esprit des nations et sur les
prinicpaux faits de I'histoire depuis CharIemanejusqu'a Louis XI! (Paris: Gamier Frères, 1963),
2:906.
11 [bid.
12"Une autre source qui afait coulertant do sang aete lafureur dogmatique; elle bouleversé plus
d'un Etat..." Voltaire, Essai 2:804.
13 1b1d., pp. 802-803.
,
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Since this thesis is devoted to issues surrounding the Bossuet-Voltaire
dispute, the Philosophie
phiosophique

and the attendant commentary in the Dictionnaire

are of primary interest. The Essai is a work encompassing

thousands of pages, and is relevant insofar as its pattern and method oppose
themselves to Bossuet's. In this chapter we consider Voltaire's reflections on
the nature of God in His relation to the world, the spiritual character of man,
standards of truth, and the use of history. We conclude with adiscussion of the
method and content of the Essai as areplacement for the Discours.
The Christian understanding of reality is based upon acreative divinity.
On such a view, God's rule of creation is complete: it includes divine
intervention, and a transcendent source of proper ends and guidance. 14
Voltaire takes a position bewteen the Christian one and an unambiguously
atheist one. He defends theism, and which he indicates is interchangeable with
deism. 15
Voltaire's God is an intelligence underlying creation, but his God is not
the agent of a creation ex nih/Ic.

He objects to the traditional notion of a

created universe that to create something from nothing means to change the
nothing into some thing.

Voltaire rejects the idea of a creative God on the

grounds that he declares he can never admit that which he cannot
understand. 16 He does not however dismiss God entirely from creation.

For

him, the world is somehow the "work" of God the "arranger:"
14 Sister Georgiana Terstegge, Providence as ldée-Maitresse in the Wrork of Bossuet,
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1948), p. 1.
15The entry entitled "Deism" in the Dictionnaire refers the reader to the entry for Voltaire,
Dictionnaire philosophique I!, in Oeuvres completes de Voltaire (Paris: Garniers Frères, 1879),
s.v. "Theism."
16w .créer de rien, c'est changer le néant en quelque chose. Je ne dois point admettre une telle
production, amoms que je ne trouve des raisons invincibles qui me forcerit d'admettre ce que
mon esprit ne peut jamais comprendre." Voltaire, Dictionnaire Phiosophique IV, s.v.
"Philosophie."
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The world is arranged according to mathematical laws; therefore it is
arranged by an intelligence. It is not an intelligent being such as Iam,
which presided over the formation of the world, for Icannot form a mite,
Iknow, therefore that the world is the work of an prodigiously superior
intelligence. 17
To repeat: Voltaire's God is defined by order in the universe. We know God
only by studying His work in the world, which is reflected in the laws of science.
We do not know God directly, and cannot reasonably claim to know anything
significant about His nature.
We have no adequate notion of divinity and we drag ouselves from hint
to hint, from apparent truths to probabilities, arriving at only a handful of
certitudes. There is something, therefore there is something eternal, for
nothing is produced from nothing.. .Every work that shows us means and
an end announces aworkman. Thus this universe.
reveals avery
powerful, very intelligent maker. Here is aprobability that approaches
the greatest certitude. But is this supreme artisan infinite? Is he
everywhere? Is he someplace? How should we respond to this question
with our limited intelligence and our feeble knowledge? 18
.

We cannot know the worker in any real way

--

.

we only know His work.

We

sense that we are "under the hand of an invisible being" and we cannot make a
step beyond that.
nature of this being

Voltaire thinks it is insane audacity to want to guess the
--

whether it is extended, existing in one place and so on. 19

17"Le monde est arrange suivant les lois mathéniatiques: donc ii est arrange par une intelligence.
Ce West pas un être intelligent tel que je le suis, qui aprésidé a
la formation de ce monde, car je
ne puis former un ciron, donc ce monde est l'ouvrage d'une intelligence prodigieuseineflt

supérieure." Ibid. In this section, Voltaire offers aprécis of ancient philosophy as he understands
it. He states that no phenomenon contradicts the philosophy outlined in the section, that it
satisfies even the most aattentir minds and thus must be seen as "supérieure a
toute autre
système non-révélé." Ibid., p. 213.
adequate de la Divinité, nous nous trainons seulement de
soupçons en soupçons, de vraisemblances en probabilités. Nous arrivons a
un très-petit nombre
de certitudes. II yaquelque chose, donc ii yaquelque chose d'éternel, car rien West produit de
rien ... Tout ouvrage qui nous montre des moyens et une fin annonce un ouvrier; donc cet
univers, compose de ressorts, de moyens dont chacun asa fin, découvre un ouvrier trèspuissant, tres-intelligent. Voila une probabilité qui approche de la plus grande certitude; mais cet
artisan supreme est-il mimi? est-il partout? est-11 en un lieu? comment répondre a
cette question
avec notre intelligence bornée et nos faibles connaissances? Voltaire, Dictionnaire
philosophique I!, s.v. "Dieu, dieux."
19"qu'il est le premier, le moyen, et le dernier acte; qu'il est partout sans ètre dans aucun lieu, cent
pages de commentaires sur de pareilles definitions ne peuvent nous donner la moindre lumlére.
Nous n'avons ni degré, ni point d'appui pour monter a
de telles connaissances. Nous sentons
lUNous

n

'avons

aucune

notion
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The list of adjectives that Bossuet employes so freely, and that (as we will
see later) becomes highly evocative in the hands of aVoegelin or a Baithasar,
is tossed out by Voltaire as a meaningless catalogue and he dismisses them as
one-hundred pages of such definitions that cannot enlighten us in the least. 2°
One may observe at the outset that the difference between Voltaire and others
is perhaps that the Christian writers see the list as evocative of a deeper,
mysterious reality, whereas Voltaire thinks it ought to be definitive.
Voltaire is not altogether consistent in his professed unwillingness to
make claims about the nature of God.

God for Voltaire is an intelligence, an

arranger, and possibly an entity with knowledge.

He seems to base his

knowledge of God on reasoning from the laws of nature.
All the philosophy of Newton leads necessarily to the knowledge of a
supreme being, who created and arranged everything freely. Since, if
according to Newton, and reason, the world is finite, if there is avoid,
then the world does not exist necessarily, therefore, the world receives its
existence from afree cause. If matter demonstrates gravity and this has
been shown, it does not have gravity by its own nature, because it tends
to entropy by its nature, therefore God is the cause of gravity. 21
By similar logic, Voltaire concludes that God does not, and cannot intervene
miraculously in the world. The same mathematical arrangement that suggests
God's presence, it seems, bars Him from involvement with the world. Voltaire
sees the world functioning by unchanging physical laws, and not even God
que nous sommes sous la main d'un ètre invisible: c'est tout, et nous ne pouvons faire un pas au
delà. II ya une témerité insensée a
vouloir deviner de que c'est que cet être, s'il est étendu ou
non, s'il existe dans un lieu ou non, comment ii existe, comment ii opère." Ibid., p. 359.
2lUToute la philosophie de Newton conduit nécessairement a
la connaissance d'un Etre
supreme, qui atout créé, tout arrange librement. Car, si selon Newton (et selon la raison) le
monde est fini, s'il yadu vide, la matière n'existe donc pas nOcessairement, elle donc recu
I'existence d'une cause libre. Si la matière gravite, comme cela est démontré, elle ne gravite pas
de sa nature, ainsi qu'elle est étendue de sa nature: elle adonc reçu de Dieu la gravitation."
Voltaire concedes that this reasoning is not rigorous. Voltaire,Eléments de la philosophie de
Newton in Oeuvres completes de Voltaire, vol. 22, Mélanges (Paris: Gamier Frères, 1879), p.
403.
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could or would violate these.

In denying the possibility of miracles, Voltaire

strays from his professed ignorance of the nature of God. He posits a divinity
who, having foreseen and arranged everything, leaves the world to function
according to unchanging laws. He reasons:
If God wanted to reverse all his laws, it could only be for the general
advantage of the whole of nature. But this seems contradictory. Either
He foresaw everything, including the case where the miracle might be
called for, or He did not foresee everything, and we would have to
conclude that He is not God. 22
It seems impossible to Voltaire that God could disrupt His own perfectly ordered
work, which according to Voltaire is linked together by unbreakable chains.
Voltaire announces his position as a man looking at the world with enlightened,
rather than faithful eyes. The logic proceeds in asimilarly skeptical way:
The person who is not illuminated by faith can only see miracles as a
contravention of the eternal laws of nature. He will think it impossible that
God could disrupt his own work, since he knows that the entire
universe is linked by the chain of cause and effect that nothing can
break. 23
Hans Jonas has described the effect of Newtonian science on the world: in the
new, scientific conception of physics, miracles as an effective cause of events
are a physical impossibility. A spiritual cause for events is ruled out, since only
physical ones can be quantified and admitted. 24
22 S1 l'ètre éternel, qui atout prévu, tout arrange, que gouverne tout par des lois immuables,
devient contraire alui même en renversant toutes ses lois, ce ne peut être que pour l'avantage de
la nature entière. Mais ii paralt contradictoire de supposer un cas oU le créateur et le maitre do
tout puisse changer rordre du monde pour le bien du monde. Car ou ii aprévu le prétendu
besoin qu'il en aurait, ou ii ne I'a pas prévu. S'il ne prévu, ily amis ordre des le commencement:
s'il ne la pas prévu, ii West plus Dieu." Voltaire, "Introduction," to Essai sur les moeurs, 1:116.
23 0u1conque West pas illumine par la foi ne peut regarder que comme une contravention aux lois
éternelles de la nature. II ne lui parait pas possible que Dieu derange son propre ouvrage; ii salt
que tout est lie dans lunivers par des chalnes que rien ne peut rompre. II salt que Dieu étant
immuable, ses lois le sont aussi; et qu'une roue de la grand machine ne peut s'arréter, et sans que
la nature entière derangée." Voltaire, "Introduction" to Essai sur les moeurs 1:115.
24 "The constancy of matter and energy
is therefore an indispensable axiom of modem
science. In its implied negative aspect it means the denial of thepossibility of miracles which in
the last analysis involve either creation or annihilation. They themselves would be proceeding
,

...

,
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Voltaire's enlightenment project strives to establish the perfect
mathematical regularity

of

the universe, as well as to deny the possibility of

direct divine-human communication. God has no direct contact with men in the
enlightenment understanding of the world. Voltaire formulates his theory of how
divine-human contact would be

--

not experiences in consciousness, but

phenomenal, worldly modes of communication. A god who wanted to speak to
men would have to undergo some kind of metamorphosis: A god would have to
transform himself, miraculously, into some creature recognizable to men. 25 This
facet of Voltaire's position suggests that he sees an abyss between God and
men; he seems to be dismissing the experience that Bossuet describes as the
soul reflecting its source.

God is an intelligence that humans cannot

experience, and humanity comes not from existence under God, but from
biology. It seems that Voltaire has severed the moral or transcendent element
from the structure of reason. Voegelin has described the Voltairean notion of.
Reason as:
asymbol designating acomplex of sentiments and ideas. The
fundamental sentiment is the intraworidly faith in asociety wich finds its
coherence in compassion and humanity. Humanity is ageneral
disposition in man arising out of his biological structure. Negatively, the
reasonable attitude is characterized by the absence of immediate
spiritual experiences. 26
The conclusion for the project of historiography is devastating to the
Christian model because history within this model of reality cannot be a story
about God and men in a struggle for understanding and goodness that
from acause e.g.,the will of God ... does not make them any more the reconcilable with the new
idea of causality in nature, which demands that every physical event be accounted for by purely
physical, i.e. material, antecedents in the quantitative sense..." Hans Jonas "The Scientific and
Technological Revolution," in Philosophical Essays: From Ancient Creed to Technological Man
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall Inc. 1974), P. 66.
5Voftaire, "Introduction," to Essai,
pp. 1:100-101.
26 Eric Voegelin, From Enlightenment to Revolution (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University
Press, 1975), p. 29.
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culminates with divine Incarnation.

The Incarnation had been understood as

the centre and meaning of history; after the Enlightenment it becomes the
imaginary product of two or three hundred years of self-delusion. 27 The position
of man as a mediator between God and the rest of creation is also eclipsed.
Voltaire is a odds with the unambiguously hierarchical vision (which flows from
the notion of createdness) of Bossuet. The notion of a "gradation" of beings
extending from the "slightest atom" to the supreme Being is admirable, he
condescends, but it does not bear the scrutiny of an enlightened mind. 28
The philosophe has expelled God from Creation: the divine might be
likened to a reflection
the history of man.

--

as if through aglass, darkly, but God plays no part in

He cannot inspire, punish or instruct.

Voltaire has

considered this turn of events has pronounced that no negative effects follow:
Happily, whether one embraces the notion of acreated world or an
arranged one, morality is not affected. For in any case God is our master,
we must be virtuous in achaos ordered by God or one created by Him.
Almost none of these metaphysical questions influence the conduct of
life.. 29 (italics added)

In light of the new scientific model of the world, Voltaire's critique of traditional
history is two-pronged. First, if the core of history lies not in the story of struggle
of men and God, but somewhere else, then the tale of the Israelites recounted in
the Bible and rehearsed by Bossuet is not representative; it is irrelevant.
27 D'un

fils do Dieu aun dieu ii n'y apas loin chez les hommes amoureux de merveilleux. II no faut
quo deux ou trois generations pour faire partager aus Ills le domaine de son père." Voltaire,
"Introduction" to Essai sur les mocurs, 1:18.
28 "quand on la regarde attentivement, ce grand fantOme s'évanouit, comme autrefois toutes les
apparitions s'enfuyaient le matin au chant du coq." Voltaire, Dictionnaire philosophique I!, s.v.
"Chaine des êtres créés."
29 "Hereusement, quelque système qu'on embrasse, aucun ne nuit ala morale: car qu'importe
quo la matière soft faite ou arrange. Dieu est également noire maitre absolu. Nous devons être
également vertueux sur un chaos débrouillé, ou sur un chaos créé de rien; presque aucune de
ces questions métaphysiques n'influe sur la conduite de la vie." Voltaire, Dictionnaire
philosophique IV, s.v. "Matière."
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Secondly, the standards of the new scientific world can be applied to all the
alleged events in the history of this tiny people, and most must be dimissed as
unlikely or impossible.
The new standard of truth to be applied to history is drawn from the new
science and Voltaire's term for, it is vraisemb!ance

or plausibility.

Geometry

offers many truths, Voltaire observes, and metaphysics few. "We weigh matter,
we measure it, observe its decompositions and if we wish to go beyond these
rather unrefined operations we find ourselves overcome by helplessness, faced
with an abyss." 3° Voltaire's attack on sacred history is often implied:

he

portrays the content of traditional history as an outsider would see it, applying
the standards of rationality. Normally, he says we can employ our faculties in
weighing the probabilities, but we cannot apply our reason to sacred dogma,
which is superior to all reason. 31 Disingenuously, Voltaire cautions that
we believe without difficulty in the true miracles performed in our holy
religion and that of the Jews... We are only speaking of other nations
here [when we deny the presence of miracles] and we reason following
the rules of good sense, always submitted to revelation. 32
On the strength of this reasoning, Voltaire claims his plan is to avoid sacred
history, and focus only on the research understandable in scientific terms, 33
because only purely human events can be submitted to the rational critique,
30"La matière existe, vous no la connaissez que par vos sensations. Hélasl de quoi servent
toutes les subtilités de l'esprit depuis qu'on raisonne? La geométrie nous aappris bien de
vérités, la métaphysique bien peu. Nous pesons la matière, nous la mesurons, nous la
décomposons; et au delà de ces operations grossieres, Si nous voulons faire un pas, nous
trouvons dans nous I'impuissance, et devant nous un abIrne." Voltaire, Dictionnaire
philosophique IV, sm. uM atière.
31 Au moms nous est-iI permis de poser les probabilltees, et de nous servir do notre raison dans
ce qui n'intéresse point nos dogmes sacrées, supérieurs a
toute raison, et qui ne cèdent qu'à la
morale." Voltaire, "Introduction," to Essai sur les moeurs, 1:49.
32 Nous croyons sans difficulté aux vrais miracles opérés dans notre sainte religion, et chez les
Juifs, dont la religion prepara la nétre. Nous ne parlons ici que des autres nations, et nous en
raisonnons que suivant les regles du bon sens, toujours soumises ala révélation." Ibid., p. 115.
33Je ne touche point a
ce qu'il yade divin dans cette histoire, je Wen tiens toujours aux
recherches de l'antiquite." Ibid., p. 57.
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and the rest cannot. Traditional history provokes numerous objections, all of
which are answered by the authority of tradition, 34 because the history of God
bears no resemblance to the history of men. 35 He reiterates his intention to
ignore the content of sacred history, claiming that only the Holy Spirit can speak
of the truly sacred. 36 But the claim is aspurious one, because the application of
rational critique to the content of sacred history is precisely the point of the
Philosophie.
In Voltaire's view, the historical critique of tradition shows that it contains
borrowed details, unlikely stories, and apocryphal additions to "true accounts of
events." According to

enlightenment standards, such apocrypha are

disqualified as history. Voltaire seems to oppose a developing tradition; he
dismisses any elements of doctrine that did not spring fully formed from the
forehead of Moses, so to speak. Voltaire distrusts such unenlightened images
as heaven, hell, the immortal soul, angels and devils.
philosophique

he rejects them on the

understanding of divinity and the mind.
attack takes another form

--

In the Dictionnaire

basis of the Enlightenment

In the Philosophie de I'histoire

that of historical criticism.

Jews, having no idea of hell, had no devils either. 37

his

He reasons that the
It was only much later

when they began to believe in the immortality of the soul that they thought about
helL 38 Voltaire wants to pull the Christian building down by extracting the stone

n'a qu'un seule réponse atoutes ces objections sans nombre, et cette réponsG est: Dieu
I'a voulu, l'Eglise le croit, et nous devons la croire." Ibid., p. 138.
35 ii est claire quo l'histoire de Dieu no dolt pas ressembler acelle des hommes." Ibid.
36 C'est en quoi cette histoire diffère des autres. Chaque peuple ases prodiges; mais tout est
prodige chez le peuple juif; et on peut dire quo cela devait ètre ainsi, puisqu'il était par Dieu
méme .... C'est pourquoi nous ne rapporterons aucun do ces fait surnaturels dont ii n'appartient
qu'à I'Esprit Saint do parlor; encore moms oserons-nous tenter de les expliquer. Examinons
seulement le peu d'évévements qui peuvent étre soumise a
la critique." Ibid.
"II est constant quo los Juits n'ayant point d'enfer, us a'avaient point de diables." Ibid., p.176.
38 us ne commencèrent que fort tard a
croire I'immortalité de I'âme et en un enfer." Ibid.

34 "On
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at its foundation, which he discovers to have been laid last. 39 It is not that we
revere the story of the fallen angels less, he says, even though we don't know
where it comes from. 4° Voltaire's strategy here is evident when we recall
Bossuet's claim that the tradition has its ultimate source in God, and that for
Bossuet, Church authority is based on the uninterrupted continuity of the
tradition back to Creation. The implication here is that elements of the tradition
such as devils and hell were fabricated by the priestly classes over the years in
order to promote obedience in the faithful.
Voltaire is similarly skeptical of the Genesis account of creation.
Humans, by their own lights, can know nothing of the creation, 41 according to
him.

He notes that the story of the creation might be borrowed from some other

people in history. 42 We know from Bossuet that the uninterrupted possession of
the truth, originating in those who actually witnessed the event, is among the
ideas underpinning the authority of the Bible.

Voltaire presents the doubtful

origin of the creation story as a similarly decisive proof of its unreliability.
Voltaire repeatedly stands revelation against historical probabilityA3 They are
impossible, and yet the history of revelation shows them to be the very métier of
the Jews.

44

If one were to submit the history of the Jews to rational criticism, it

39 T ettepierre, qui sert de fondenient atout édif ice, ne fut posée que la dernière." Ibid.
40 NN ous Wen révéins pas moms I'histoire de la chute des anges devenus diables, mais nous ne
savons oCi en trouver I'origine." Ibid.
41 "Nous ne pouvons avoir rien de certain sur Ia formation du monde." Ibid., p. 49.
42UII est aisé de se convaincre que cette cosmogonie est I'origine de presque toutes tes
autres.Le peuple le plus ancien est toujours imité par ceux qui viennent après lui; its apprennent
sa langue, its suivent une partie de ses rites, its s'approprient ses antiquités et ses fables
Ibid.
4'
3Nous ne pouvons avoir rien de certain sur la formation du mondeque ce que le Créateur du
monde aurait daigné nous apprendre Iui-mème
mais pour savoir précisément quel fut le premier
peuple, it taut une révélation." Ibid.
44uQuest..ce que la magie? le secret de faire ce qua ne peut faire la nature; c'est la chose
impossible: aussi a-t-on cru a
la magie dans tous les temps [and] Reveons a
la magie. Les Juifs
en firent Ia métier des qu'il furent répandus dans le monde." Ibid., pp. 123-124.
... "

...

...
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would prove very problematic. 45

Voltaire almost never refers to Christian

tradition as such, distancing himself from direct criticism of the Church and
undermining the tradition as 'Jewish' rather than Christian.
The Philosophie is Voltaire's project of divorcing the pursuit of 'rational
history' from the content of the tradition. Voltaire searches only for "great events
which seem true" and rejects what he calls fables. 46

He works toward a

privatization of faith, writing that if a leader (the example of Moses 47 comes to
mind, but Voltaire does not make the connection explicitly) claims to speak for
God, then he is atraitor, since he would impose his own "opinions" on others. 48
Voltaire's theoretical framework excludes the possibility of unity based on
the divine-human dynamic outlined in the Discours.

His "enlightened"

standards of historiography first banish the content of sacred history to the
privacy of the faithful soul, and then he seems unable to leave sacred history
alone, 49 even in the private sphere. Faced with a variety of stories whose
spiritual basis has vanished, Voltaire proceeds systematically to ridicule their
particulars according to the standards of the enlightenment.

Implicitly and

explicitly, the Philosophie offers commentary that dismisses a wide range of
elements in Biblical history.

He opposes the flood because, in his estimation,

45"s'il

est permis d'examiner la partie historique des livres judaiques, par les méme rOgles qui vous
conduisent dans la critique des autres histoires, if taut convenir avec tous les commentateurS, quo
le récit des aventures d'Abratiam, tel qu'il se trouve dans la Pentatuque, serait a
quelques
difficultés s'ils so trouvait dans une autre histoire." Ibid.
46 "grands événements qui ont quelque vraisemblance." Voltaire, Essai sur les moeurs, 2:800.
47 VoItaire's chapter on Moses is entitled "De Molse, considéré simplement comme chef d'une
nation" On the one hand "Tout est surnatureldans Wise" Ibid., p. 138, and "Wise West donc
rien par lul-mOme..." Ibid., p. 139. and then "Si Molse avait institué sa religion do sa
mOme ... pourquoi if n'a pas annoncé expressément l'immortaiité do l'âme..." p. 140 but II s'agit
d'une [of donnée par Dieu memo..." Voltaire, "Introduction," to Essai sur los mocurs, p.1:141.
48 Tout législateur qui osa feindre quo la Divinité lui avait dicté ses lois était visiblement un
blasphémateur et un traitre, puisqu'il asservissait sa patne a
ses propres opinions.. If ya deux
sortes de lois, les unes natureiles, communes a
tous, et utiles atous.
voilà les lois que la nature
apromulguées du fond des lies du Japon aux rivages do notre occident." Ibid., p. 192.
49 1b1ci., p. 138.
.

.
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an enlightened God would never do such a thing:

"I cannot understand how

God could have created a race in order to drown it, and to substitute an even
worse one."-50

The point is academic in any case, owing to its physical

impossibility. He sneers that the notion that water once covered the Alps and
the Pyrenees belongs, in the same class of "charlatanerie" as the fables that
have the earth on fire, or turned into glass. 51 Voltaire claims to find such notions
shocking; they would violate all the laws of enlightenment science such as
gravity and hydrostatics. 52 No detail escapes his criticism; he thinks reports of
the extremity of the life span of men in Biblical reports is unbelievable. 53
Evidently the world has been in flux over the past centuries, not static in the
same state as it was created. 54 Voltaire implies that the concept of a created
world cannot accommodate such natural transformations: even continents, stars
and volcanoeb are changing. 55 It seems that the traditional account of creation
cannot explain the variety of races of men 56 or the presence of people in
Australia and America. 57 The variety of languages, and the huge expanse of
time necessary for their development is not adequately understood through the
episode of the Tower of Babel. 58

Furthermore, it appears that men are not

50 1'impossibilité physique d'un deluge universel, par des voies naturelles, est démontrée en
vigueur.
Je ne comprends pas comment Dieu créa une race pour la foyer, et pour lui substituer
une race plus méchante encore." Voltaire, Dictionnaire philosophique II, s.v.
universel."
51 ces imaginations déstionourent la physique; une telle charlatanerie est indigne de rhistoire."
Voltaire, "Introduction," to Essai, 1:5.
52 "une tells We choque toutes les lois de la gravitation et de I'hydrostatique" Ibid.
ii est vraisemblable que toutes les races humaines ant joui d'une vie apeu près aussi courts
quo la notre
ii est ridicule de.nous en excepter.lbfd., p. 8"ce West pas a
dire quo les hommes
aient jamais reçue trois ou quatre cents ans: c'est un miracle très respectable dans la Bible; mais
partout ailleurs c'est un conte absurde." Ibid., p. 9.
54 "La nature rend partout témoignage do ces revolutions.. .devons nous dire supris que noire
petit globe subisse des changements continuels." Ibid., p. 4.
'
5Ibid., pp. 3-5.
56 ce qui est plus intéressant pour nous, c'est la difference sensible des espèces d'hommes qui
peuplent les quatres parties connues de notre monde." Ibid., p. 6.
57 Ibid., p. 29.
58 1bid., p. 10.
. .

...
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unique in creation, mediating the rest of creation to God, but rather are like any
other animal, with only afew differences- 59
Voltaire is even equal to the task of ridiculing the idea of Christ: We have
seen a man born like other men, who suffered amongst us, and had the same
humiliating needs as we do, and who, like any human, ended up as "food for
worms." It is "unnatural" for us to remember him as aGod. 6° Moreover, Voltaire
denies the unique nature of Christ, saying that similar fables develop in almost
every nation after a few centuries. 61

Indeed, Voltaire thinks that the Christian

tradition is not very surprising because credulous "humans who love the
marvellous so well might after a few centuries even be led to believe that the
son of God is a god himself, and shares the domain of his father." 62 The
Incarnation, the central miracle of Christianity, is impossible, and its culmination
in the resurrection is equally lacking in "vraisemblance" according to
enlightened science.

Voltaire considers Christ's victory over death, not in.

theological terms, but by evoking the image of the vast machinery of nature
moving in reverse a few days after Jesus' death.

The imperceptibly tiny

particles of his body are lost to the air, and the more solid ones are consumed
by birds and animals

--

all these would all have to be returned. 63 Of course this

S9uNous sommes, si je ne me trompe, au premier rang (s'il est permis de le dire) des animaux qui
vivent en troupe, comme les abeilles." Ibid., p. 24.
6011 West pas naturel de faire d'abord un dieu d'un homme que nous avons vu naitre comme
nous, souffrir comme nous
les misères de I'humanité, subir des mémes besoins humiliants,
moumr et devenir la pâture des vers." Ibid., p. 17.
61 "Mais voici ce qui arrive chez presque toutes les nations, après les revolutions de plusieurs
sièclos" Ibid.
62 "D'un fils de Dieu a
un dieu ii n'y apas loins chez les hommes amoureux de merveilleux. II ne
faut que deux ou trois générations pour faire partager aus Ills le domaine de son pete." Ibid., p.
18.
63 Un mort ressuscite au bout de quelque jours; ii taut que toutes les parties imperceptibles do
son corps qui s'étaient exhalées dans l'air, et que les vents avaient emportées au loin, reviennent
so mettre chacune a
Ieur place; que les vets et les oiseaux, ou les autres animaux nourris de la
substance de ce cadavre, rendre chacun ce qu'ils jul on pns
II taut que chacun restitue
précisément ce qui appartenait au personne." Ibid., pp. 115-116.
...

...
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is all nothing, Voltaire comments, if the soul fails to return to its host.M
figure of Moses is central to biblical historiography.

The

He represents traditional

history as inspired, and founded the tradition, a society, and asystem of laws.
Uniting the functions of legislator, wise man and historian,
multi-faceted, meaning-centred style of Christian history.

Moses reflects this
On such a view,

meaning and "accuracy" of historical account can perhaps be distinguished, but
never separated.

But Voltaire has demolished the spiritual basis of meaning,

submitting it to the test of "vraisemblance".

He proceeds to look at the

phenomena of history, ignoring -their roots in the experience of the divine and
examining only "research". 65 In Voltaire's view, Moses is neither wise man nor
prophet.
Of course, to Christians, Moses was a great.man by dint of his special
relationship to God.

Voltaire severs the link, and promptly announces that

Moses must be seen as a nobody
everything. 66

--

nothing without God since God did

He pares the measure of Mosaic success down to mundane

political success. This reduces Moses to atemporal political leader who claims
to speak for God and we have seen that to Voltaire, any leader who claims a
special relationship with the divinity is imposing his subjective opinion on a
society.

Voltaire accuses Moses of hideous, even random cruelty 67 and

"Tout cola west den encore, si I'âme no reviennent clans son tiôtellerie." Ibid., p116.
ne touche point ace qu'il yade dlviii dans cette histoire, je Wen tiens toujours aux
recherches do l'antiquité." Ibid., p. 57.

6&'Dieu taft tout, dieu remédie atout; ii nourrit, if vétit le peuple par des miracles. Wise West donc
non par lui-même, et son impuissance montre qu'il no peut We guide que par le bras du ToutPuissant; aussi nous ne considérons en lui que l'homme, et non le munistre de Dieu." Ibid., p.

139.
67uU n legislateur, solon nos notions communes, dolt so faire aimer et craindre; mais if no dolt pas
pousser la sévérfté jusqu'à la barbanie: ii ne dolt pas, au lieu d'infliger par les ministres de la loi
quelques supplices aux coupables, faire égorger au tiasard unegrande partie de sa nation par
I'autre." Ibid.
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hypocrisy. 68

Voltaire speculates on Moses as if he invented Judaism to

promote civic obedience. 69 He thinks Moses could easily have borrowed the
idea of an immortal soul, and thus reward or punishment after death, from one
of the surrounding empires.

70

Voltaire's Essai includes aspeculation on the

real nature of mankind, and how men came to fall from its pristine state into
superstition.

Human nature for Voltaire is

pleasure in one's work and one's children

simple:
--

one loves onself, takes

and man has always been this

way. 71 Men are endowed with a principle of universal reason, he says which is
constant and survives passions, tyrants and superstition. 72 According to the
faculty of universal reason, even the coarsest of men judge very well in the long
run the laws that govern them, depending on whether or not they conform to the
principles of compassion and justice in the human heart. 73 Nature inspires us
with useful ideas, declares Voltaire, and these precede all our reflections. 74 He
says that there are two sorts of laws, and only the natural ones are common
and useful to all. 75 A similar pattern is observable in morality: we all begin with
68 "MoTse

avait épousé une Madianite ... Wise aurait-il pu immoler vingt-quatre mule hommes de sa

nation, sous prétexte qu'on atrouvé un Juif couché avec un Madianite?" Ibid., p. 140.
69 "Su Wise avait institué sa religion de Iui-même ... nous pourrions lui demander pourquoi il ne
s'est pas servi dans sa religion du moyen le plus efficace et le plus utile pour mettre un frein a
la
cupidité et au crime; pourquoi il n'a pas annoncé expressément limmortailité de l'âme, les peines
et les récompenses après la mort." Ibid.
70 Si Molise avait institué sa religion de lui-même
pourqoui il ne s'est pas set-vie dans sa religion
du moyen le plus efficace et le plus utile pour mettre un frein ala cupidité et au crime; pourqoui il
n'a pas annoncé expressément limmortailité de I'âme, les peines et les récompenses après la
mort: dogmes reçues des longtemps de Egypte, en Phénicie, en Mésopotamie, en Perse, et
dans l'lnde." Ibid., 141.
71 L'homme, en général atoujours ete ce qu'il est
ii atoujours eu le memo instinct, qui le porte a
s'aimer dans soi-mème, dans la compagne de son plaisire, dans ses enfants, dans ses petits-fils,
dans les oeuvres des ses mains." Ibid., p. 25.
l2liDieu nous adonné un principe do raison universelle et ce principe est si constant, qu'il
subsistent malgré toutes les passions qui le combattent, malgré les tyrans qui veulent le noyer
dans le sang, malgré les imposteurs qui veulent l'anéantir dans la superstition." Ibid., p. 27.
73C'est equi fait que le peuple le plus grossier juge toujours très bien, ala longue, des lois qui le
gouvernent, parce qu'il sent si ces lois sont conformes ou opposées aux principes do
commiseration et de justice qui sont dans son coeur." Ibid.
74lbicl.
...

...

..
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two sentiments that are the foundation of society and these are compassion
and justice. 7° Reason and fallibility are part of the same nature, found in all
men, so that the same fall and renaissance of reason is widely observable. Of
course, this would explain the popularity of notions such as angels, hell and
other religious fictions, which the enlightened intellect recognizes as
imaginary. 77
Voltaire thinks he knows how certain ideas occur.

The notion of a

personal God, for instance, might arise from the superstitious urge to ascribe
phenomena to a secret power. 78 Men in their pristine, non-superstitious, state
have no notion of a unique, creative and omnipresent God. 79 The rise of such
notions as a just divinity must be ascribed to the operations of "cultivated
reason." 8°This must be true since, .to Voltaire, men who are occupied with their
survival cannot return (in Voltaire's words "rise again" through thought) to their

creator. 81

Neither can they contemplate the patterns of the universe. 82 Such

legislateur qui osa feindre que la Divinité lui avait dicté sos lois était visiblement un
blasphémateur et un traitre, puisqu'il asservissait sa patrie a
ses propres opinions, fly adeux
sortes do lois, les unes naturelles, communes a
tous, et utiles a
tous... Tu ne voleras ni ne tueras
ton prochain; tu auras un soin respectueux de ceux qui t'ont donné le jour et qui oft élevé ton
ant ance ...voila les lois que la nature apromuIguées du fond des lies de Japon aux rivages do
notre occident." Ibid., p. 192.
76 "llest donc prouvé quo la nature seule nous inspire des idées utiles qui precedent toutes nos
rOfiexions. II en est do même dans la morale. Nous avons tous deux sentiments qui sont le
fondement do la société: la commiseration et la justice." Ibid., p 27.
77- La nature étant partout la méme, les memos vérités et les mêmes erreurs dans les choses qui
tombent le plus sous le sons et qui trappent le plus I'imagination." Ibid., p. 18.
78 Pour savoir comment tous ces cultes ou ces superstitions s'établirent, ii me semblente qu'ii taut
suivre la marche de I'esprit humain abandonne a
lui-méme..."" quelque puissance Secrete, ell
les amaltraitOs, ii taut donc l'apaiser." Ibid., p. 13.
79 'Ces peuples wont nulle We d'un dieu unique, ayant tout fait, present en tous Iieux, existant
par lui-même dans l'éternité." Ibid.
80 "Ia connaissance d'un dieu formateur, rémunérateur et vengeur, est le fruit do la raison
cultivée." Ibid.
81 "Les hommes alors uniquement occupés du soin do soutenir leur vie, no pouvaient remonter a
l'auteur de la vie.
Ibid.
ne pouvaient connaitre ces rapports de toutes les parties de l'univers, ces moyens et ces
fins innombrables, qui annonce aux sages un éternel architechte" Ibid.
75 lout

.

. .

. ."
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men are concerned with their bodily needs and have insufficient knowledge to
fool themselves into philosophizing (Se tromper en philosophes). 83
Voltaire speculates that the common idea that people have souls
probably comes from the dreams of bereaved individuals, wishing for the return
of adead loved

one.M

The fable of the immortal soul is the natural mistake of a

young reason only beginning to work. Material culture comes first, he says, and
has undoubtedly influenced the kind of fantasies that appear. 85 It seems that
there is no natural way for people to examine the truth of their own souls, since
the primitive notions of the soul are as confused as those ideas held by country
people after they learn the catechism. Voltaire is unable to conceive of such
people reflecting on the nature of their souls. 86
As we saw before, many people can even be persuaded that a man was
a god.

Unfortunately, he laments, such dogma dominates morality, and this

leads inevitably to intolerance and bloodshed. 87 The belief in a tutelary God

can allow the priestly class to dominate a nation, ruling to its own advantage. 88
Voltaire suggests that the notion of a life after death, in which rewards and
punishments are meted out according to conduct in this world, is a story

S3llCertainement des hommes uniquement occupés de leurs besoins Wen savaient pas assez
pour so tromper en philosophes." Ibid., p. 11.
84" .sensiblement frappé de la mort de son père
alt vu dans un songe la personne qu'il
regrettait. C'est donc quelque chose qui était en Iui, qui se promène dans I'air: c'est son âme,
son ombre, ses manes; c'est un Iegere figure de Iui-mOme. Ibid., pp. 11-12.
85 "TeI est le raisonnement naturel de I'ignorance qui commence araisonner. Cette opinion est
...

celle de tous les premiers temps connus, et dolt avoir ete par consequence cellec des temps
ignores. L'idée d'un Otre purement immatériel n'a pp se presenter ades esprits qui ne
connaissent que la matière.. Tous les arts de la main ont sans doute precédé la métaphysique
de plusieurs siècles." Ibid.
86 ouelle notion tous les premiers peuples auront-ils eue de I'âme? Celle qu'ont tous nos gens
de campagne avant qu'ils aient entendu to catéchisme, ou même après qu'ils I'ont entendu. us
n'aquièrent qu'une idée confuse, sur laquelle méme its no réflOchissent jamais." Ibid., p. 11.
87 VoItaire, Essal sur les moeurs, 2:810.
88 "car des qu'une nation achoisi ün dieu tutélaire, ce dieu ades pretres. Ces pretres dominent.
I'esprit de la nation; its no peuvent dominer qu'au nom de leur dieu; its to font toujours parter."
Voltaire, "Introduction," to Essai sur les moeurs, 1:32.
.
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constructed by leaders for enforcing obedience among the citizenry. Only the
Chinese escaped this approach, he says.

Instead of speaking of an immortal

soul, they encouraged lawful moral behavior "enforced by good policing." 89
Dogma, he declares brings fanatacism and war, and religion is often used in the
service of malicious ends. 9° In response to the objection that so many men
have accepted so-called superstitious ideas from the beginning of time,
Voltaire's ready response is that men have always been willing to accept
ridiculous

n0ti0fl5.91

Many unnatural and immoral practices are continued

because people believe them to be ordered by adivinity. For example: "Almost
all peoples have sacrificed infants to their gods, and therefore they believed that
they received this unnatural order from the very gods they adored." 92
Men emerge from their superstitions by learning about history, and
otherwise enlightening themselves. The process is a long and arduous one, 93
in the course of which men emerge from their beastlike existence, which in

89 Nous verrons bientôt que tous les grand peuples avaient une idée d'une autre vie
Jo ne vois
guere, parmi les anciens empires, quo les chinois qui nétablirent pas la doctrine do I'immortalitO
do l'ame. Leurs premiers législateurs ne promulguerent que des lois morales: us crurent qu'ul
suffisait d'exhorter les hommes ala vertu, et les les yforcer par une poliqe sévère." Ibid., P. 60.
9 C'est la suite de la guerre; et quand la religion so joint ala guerre, ce mélange est le plus
horrible des fléaux. Jo dis seulement quo jamais on n'a vue aucune société religiouse, aucune
rite lnstituée dans la vue d'encourager les hommes aux vices. On s'est servi dans toute la terre de
la religion pour faire le mal, mais elle est partout instituée pour porter au bien; et Si le dogme
apporte le fanatasme et la guerre, la morale inspire partout la concorde." Voltaire, Essai sur les
moours, 2:810.
91 0n dit quo le consentement de tous les hommes était une preuve do la vérité. Queue preuve!
Tous les peuples ont cru ala magie, aI'astrologie, aux oracles... Il eOt fallu dire au moms quo le
consentement de tous les sages était, non pas une preuvo, mais une espèce do probabilité. Et
quelle probabilité encore! Tous les sages ne croyaient-ils pas, avant Copemic, quo la terre était
au centre du monde?" Voltaire, "Introduction," to Essai sur les moeurs, 1:126.
92- Presque tous les peuples ont sacrifié des enfants; a
leurs dieux; donc us croyalent recevoir ce
ordro dénaturé do la bouche des dieux qu'ils adoraient." Ibid., p. 33.
93 "qu'ul West pas dans la nature de l'homme de desirer ce qu'il ne connaIt pas. II afallu partout,
non soulement un espace do temps prodigieux, mais des circonstances heureuses, pour que
l'hommo s'élevât au-dessus do la vie animale." Ibid., p. 201.
...
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some cases is even lower than animal existence. 94

Voltaire hopes that his

project of history will help men begin to think. 95 The purpose of the Essai is
revealed as part of this project. It seems the work is not merely intended as a
daunting collection of facts; it is supposed to help men see the "extinction,
renaissance and progress of the human spirit." 96 Another discernible pattern
leads men from their rustic past to their modern politeness- 97

Men are

conditioned by the age they live in, and very few can raise themselves above
the moeurs of their time; therefore the philosopher is the friend of men, since
his object is to disabuse them of their illusions. 98
The "Philosophie" lays the theoretical foundations, or rather clears the
ground, so that Voltaire can build his enlightened history.

In one sense, the

Essai is merely acontinuation of history where the Discours left off. According
to Voltaire, Part Three of Bossuet's work

--

the "humanist" study of the empires

--

was good history: "it had the true spirit, at least in what it says of the Roman
Empire," 99 because it explained history in terms of the spirit of men. 10 ° Among
the aims of Voltaire's Essai is the repair of Bossuet's omission of the Indians
and the Chinese. 101 He embarks on his history with the Orient, praising it as the
94uQue la nature humaine alt ete plongé pendant une longue suite de siècles dans cet Mat Si
approchant de celui des brutes, et inférleur a
plusleurs égards, c'est ce qui West que trop vrai."
Ibid.
95"Enfin les hommes s'éclairent un peu par ce tableua de leurs malheurs et le leurs sottises. Les
sociétés parviennent avec le temps a
rectifier leurs Wes; les hommes apprennent a
penser."
Voltaire, Essai stir les moeurs, 2:906.
96 0n adonc bien moms songé a
receuillir une multitude énorme de faits qui s'éffacent tous les
uns par les autres, qu'à rassembler les principaux et les plus avérés qui puissent servir a
guider le
lecteur, et a
le faire juger par Iui-mOme de l'extinction, de la renaissance et des progrés de l'esprit
humain .... cette méthode, la seule, ii me semble, qui puisse convenir a
une histoire génOrale."
Ibid.
97"par quels degrés on est parvenu de la nisticité barbare de ces temps a
la politesse de la notre."
Ibid., p. 904.
98 "tous homme est formé par son siècle: bien peu s'élèvent au -dessus des moeurs du temps."
Ibid., p. 774.
99 Voltaire, "Introduction," to Esssai stir/es moeurs, 1:196.
100
Bossuet définit déjà l'explication voltairienne de I'histoire par "I'esprit des hommes" Ibid.
101 Ibid.

107
"cradle of all the arts, whence they were passed on to the West."' 02 Thus
Voltaire's history extends from the hazy, but scientifically examined origins of
the earth, through those empires that Voltaire believes to be not only bigger, but
older and possibly better than their western counterparts.
Size is not the only claim to prestige; not only is China larger than
Charlemagne's empire, it is older than most (boasting 4,000 years of stability)
and its history is founded upon the certainty of celestial observation, and
verified mathematically. 103 The books of the Chinese are to be admired above
all others, declares Voltaire, because they contain "not a single wonder, nor
prediction, and none of the political treachery that we normally see in the
founders of states, with one exception, a certain Fo-hi who claimed to have
discovered the laws he proclaimed etched on the back of awinged serpent." 104
Voltaire is an admirer of the Chinese system of law and view of morality- 105
Morality and obedience to the laws are united to the adoration of a supreme.
Being to form the Chinese religion, 106 unencumbered by
punishment and reward in an afterlife. 107

a notion of

In addition, Voltaire admires the

Chinese for having avoided the metaphysical error of believing God and spirits
.rOrient, berceau do tous les arts, etqui atout donné a
l'Occident." Ibid., p. 197.
do la Chine des lors était plus vaste qua celui de Charlemagne.. .cet Etat subsiste
avec splendeur depuis plus de quatre mule ans, sans quo les Ioi, les moeurs, le langage, la
manière do s'habiller, alent souffert d'altération sensible. .Son histoire, incontestable dans les
choses generales, le seule qui soft fondée sur des observations célestes, remonte, par la
chronologie la plus sOre . .
et vérifiée pas les mathématiciens..." Voltaire, Essal sur les moeurs,
1:205.
lO4uCe qui rend ces premiers livres respectables, at qui leur donne une superiorité reconnue sur
tous ceux qui rapportent l'origine des autres nations, c'est qu'on n'y volt aucun prodige, aucune
prediction, aucune méme de ces fourberies politiques quo nous attribuons aux tondateurs des
autre Etats.
Ibid., p. 208.
105"Ce qu'ils ont le plus conne, le plus cultivé, le plus perfectionné, c'est la morale at les lois"
Ibid., p. 216.
10 Cette morale, cette obéissance aux lois, jointes a
l'adoration d'un Etre supreme, torment la
reIion do la Chine." Ibid., p. 218.
10!".
leur religion n'admet point de peines at de récompenses éternelles; at c'est ce qui fall voir
combien cefte religion est ancienne." Ibid., p. 221.
102KV

.

103 "L'empire

.

.

. ."

.
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corporeal, but he stops short of atheism, saying that to fail to believe in any
divinity would be aterrible moral error, which would be incompatible with awise
government. 108
The next civilization considered by Voltaire is India.
interested in the religions beliefs found in India:

He is equally

"it would still be difficult to

reconcile the sublime ideas that the Brahmins keep of the supreme Being with
their superstitions and their fabulous mythology, if there had not been similar
contradictions in the Greeks and the Romans." 109 Voltaire pursues a project of
comparative religion: "it is so natural to believe in a unique God, to adore him
and to sense in the depth of one's heart that one must be just, that when princes
announce such things, the faith of peoples follows their words." 110 In his brief
comparative study of non-western empires, Voltaire judges these nations
according to his own, enlightened standard. Rather than taking up a
comparison of the elements of belief, Voltaire lauds their belief in a supreme,
non-material being similar to his own idea of God, but dismisses their other
beliefs as "superstitious." He finds the widespread idea of adivinity to be proof
of the naturalness of that notion.

However, he writes that the equally old and

widely held idea of a supreme being who creates and conserves creation,
rewards and punishes in another life, as well as the belief in a paradise and a
hell

--

ideas found among the Chinese, Indians, Persians, Egyptians, Greeks,

108 "Croire Dieu et les espnts corporels est une ancienne erreur métaphysique; mais ne croire
absolument aucun dieu, ce serait une erreur aif reuse en morale, une erreur incompatible avec un
9ouvernement sage." Ibid., p. 224.
109"II serait difficile de concilier les idées sublimes quo les bramins conservent de i'Etre supreme
avec Ieurs superstitions et leur mythologie fabuleuse, SI l'histoire ne nous montrait pas de
pareilles contradictions chez les Grecs et chez les Romains." Ibid., p. 235.
liOull est si naturel de croire un Died unique, de l'adorer, et de sentir dans le fond do son coeur
qu'il taut We juste, que, quand des princes annoncent ces vérités, la foi des peuples court audevant de leurs paroles." Ibid., p. 237.
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Romans, Jews and Christians 111 are evidence of contamination.

He implies

that such notions are invented, and then spread among religions.' 12 In the final
analysis, however, Voltaire finds that despite the mistakes, religion everywhere
teaches the same morality: "Asiatic ceremonies may be bizarre, and their beliefs
absurd, but the precepts are just. The dervish, the fakir the bonze, the talapoin
tell men to be fair and kindly."' 13
Voltaire's comparative project is almost exhausted by the opening
handful of chapters on China, India, Persia and the nations touched by
Mohammed. 114 He launches the project of saving history from itself, since, "in
every nation, history is disfigured by fable, until finally, philosophy can come to
enlighten men, .a difficult task, since the arrival of philosophy finds men blinded
by centuries of errors, ceremony, 'facts' and monuments established to declare
lies." 115 Voltaire aims at disabusing us of our illusions about Christianity (for
example, he claims there were not nearly so many martyrs in the Roman Empire
as is commonly believed and the papal claim to authority is based on a
"fable" 116 ).

He pursues an astounding scope of detail in European history

111 "En premier lieu, l'unité d'un Etre supreme, créateur et conservateur, étaittrès ancienne. Les
peines et les recompenses dans une autre vie, la croyance d'un paradis et d'un enter, avaient été

admises chez les Chinois, les Indiens, les Perses, les Egyptiens, les Grecs, les Romains, et
ensuite chez les Juifs, et surtout chez les chrétiens.. Ibid., p. 272.
112u0n voit évidemment que toutes les religions ont emprunté tous leurs dogmes et tous leurs
rites les unes des autres." Ibid., p. 274.
113 'Le religion enseigne le méme morale atous les peuples sans aucune exception: les
cérémonies asiatiques sont bizarres, les croyances absurdes, mais les preceptes justes...
"Soyez equitables et bienfaisants"" Voltaire, Essal sur les moeurs, 2:809.
114 He looks at Gengis-Kan and the Tartares in the Essai sur les moeurs, 1:604-615; Mahomet II
1:826-829 ;and he returns to China, studying its contact with European nations2:394-399; the
Tartares 2:400-401, Mogol 2:402-406, the Persian revolution of the 16th century its Science
2:408-412. He closes Volume 2with astudy of the Chinese 2:785-792, Japan2:794-798 and a
comparison of "asiatique moeurs" compared with western ones. p. 2:805.
115 "Chez toutes les nations l'histoire est défigurée par la fable, jusqu'à ce qu'enfin la philosophie
vienne éclairer les hommes; et lorsque enfin la philosophie arrive au milieu ce ces tenèbres, elle
tnuve les esprits Si aveugles par des siècles d'erreurs qu'elle peut a
peine les détromper; elle
trouve des cérémonies, des faits, des monuments, établis pour conStater des mensonges."
Ibid., p. 801.
116 VoItaire, Essai sur les moeurs, 1:277 and 1:280.
."

,
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covering everything from the politics at the French court, to the English
revolution and Spanish and German peoples, their beliefs and commercial
practices, the history of science and the arts, the happy consequences of
religion, and the cynicism of ecclesiastical politics. From this catalogue of facts,
Voltaire discerns a pattern, which he says is easy to see: morals and customs
have changed in almost all the world, from the age of the barbarian deluges
until Voltaire's day.

He says the arts, which soften and enlighten the human

spirit, began their rebirth. in the twelfth century. The worst and most absurd
superstitions suffocated this spark, destroying almost all spirits, and these
superstitions spread among the people of Europe. 117 The long-time quarrel of
the popes and the emperors' 18 is paired with "dogmatic furor' as the sources of
bloodshed in history which has caused the downfall of more than one state. 119
Voltaire's rhetoric is stinging and the man writes apowerful sentence:
Blood flowed in the countrysides and on the scaffolds in the name of
theological arguments, from one country to another for five-hundred
years almost without interruption, and this curse lasted for all this time
only because morality was always neglected in favor of dogma. 12 °
We have to admit, he says, that in general, history is a morass of crimes, foHy,
misfortune, and the appearance of virtue and happiness is infrequent •121

117uIl est aisé de remanuer combien les moeurs ont change dans presque toute la terre dupuis
les inondations des barbares jusqu'à nos jours. Los arts, qui adoucissent les esprits en les
éclairant, commencèrent un peu a
renaltre des le Xlle siècle; mais las plus lâches et les plus
absurdes superstitions, étouffant ce germe, abrutissaient presque tous les esprits; et ces
superstitions se répandant chez tous les peuples de I"Europe ignorants et téroces..." Voltaire,
Essal sur les moeurs, 2:802-803.
118 1bjd., pp. 803-804.
119 "Une autre source qui ataft couler tant do sang aete la fureur dogmatique; elle bouleversé
plus d'un Etat.
Ibid., p. 804.
sang acoulé dans les campagnes et sur les échafauds, pour des arguments de thOologie,
tantOt dans un pays, tantOt dans un autre, pendant cinq cents années, presque sans interruption;
et ce I
léau n'a durée si longtemps quo parce qu'on atoujours negligé la moral pour le dogme."
Ibid.
1211111 taut... avouer qu'en general toute cette histoire est un ramas do crimes, do folies, et de
malheurs." Ibid.
. .'
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Voltaire wonders aloud how, in the midst of such trouble, so many men could
cultivate the agreeable and useful arts; it is seen in the Christian states, but not,
for example, in Turkey. Such differences, says Voltaire, can only be explained
by the fact that three things act on the human spirit, and these are climate,
government, and religion. 122 The only thing that has prevented the complete
ruin of humankind, is the love of order that secretly animates people, and this is
at the basis of the code of nations, and respect for the law. 123
Voltaire's critique of traditional historiography is largely implicit.

His

opponent Bossuet portrayed aGod whose presence was effective in the world.
Voltaire's assumptions denied the reality of unquantifiable experiences of the
spirit, and thus God was expelled from activity in the world. His God is
impersonal, at most an organising intellect responsible for the mathematical
nature of the universe. It seems therefore that Voltaire's deity is not aspiritual
entity, since he defines it in terms of regularity and science, rather than spiritual
substance. 124

If God is not a spiritual entity, then the human soul which

undoubtedly is spiritual, cannot interact directly with God.

Voltaire therefore

denies history as a drama of the divine-human struggle for order.

Moral

behavior is severed from its traditional roots in standards revealed by God.

122- On peut demander comment, au milieu de tant do secousses, ...il yeu tant d'hommes qui
aient cultivé les arts utiles et les arts agréables ... dans les autres Etats chrétiens. C'est ce quo
nous ne voyons point sous la domination des Turcs...Trois choses influent sans cesse sur I'esprit

des hommes: le climat, le gouvemement, et la religion; c'est la seute manière d'expliquer I'Onigme
de ce monde." Ibid., p. 806.
123UAU milieu de ces saccagements et de ces destructions que nous observons dans respace de
neuf cents années, nous voyons un amour de l'ordre qui anime en secret le genre humain, et qui
aprévenu sa wine totale... c'est Iui qui aformé le code des nations; c'est par lui qu'on révère la loi
et les ministres do la Ioi..." Ibid., p. 808.
124 Giordano Bruno has made the distinction between substance and being:
Substance and
being are distinct and independent from quantity, and in consequence, measure and numbers
are not substance but are relative to it; not being, but incidental to being." Giodano Bruno, Cause,
Principle and Unity, trans. Jack Lindsay (Hedingham: Background Books, 1962), 145, cited in
Barry Cooper, Action Into Nature (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1991), p. 94.

112
More explicitly expressed in the Essa!, and especially in its Introduction,
is a critique of sacred history:

since the stories in sacred history cannot

describe inspiration or any other divine-human encounter in the soul, they must
be confronted in literal terms. Voltaire shares with Bossuet the ,idea that the
historical details to be found in the Bible ought to be understood as literally true.
Whereas Bossuet accepts their truth on the authority of the Church, Voltaire
rejects it on the authority of science.

Reports about the usual elements of

sacred history that serve to reinforce the idea of the presence of divine power in

the world (miracles and prophecy) are dismissed as illusory or else the product
of malice. Having rejected the role of God in history, Voltaire is able to ridicule
the vehicle for explaining that role; he dismisses history as a divine-human
dynamic.

History remains atale of moral and philosophical development, but

progress is not led by God and the beyond is no longer the image of perfection.
It has been replaced by the eighteenth century, whose politeness and level of
enlightenment Voltaire takes as astandard to be pursued and built upon.
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Chapter Four:

Analysis and Alternative

In the foregoing chapters, this thesis has depended implicity on the work
of Eric Voegelin, who has outlined the experiences at the root of the Christian
tradition. It is appropriate to describe the nature of such experiences explicitly
in order to show the character of Bossuet's error, and the limits to Voltaire's
triumph. It seems that Voltaire's victory may have been achieved over Bossuet,
the avatar of doctrinal Christianity, but his rebuttal of the tradition is incomplete
at best.

It seems that an account of the essence of Christian history might

escape Voltaire's attack, since the tradition caricatured by Voltaire is quite
unlike the one evoked by Balthasar.
Eric Voegelin used the Bossuet-Voltaire debate to illustrate the epochal
break between the dominance of the Christian tradition and the rise of the
science-dominated thought of the enlightenment.

A variety of factors can be

identified in the shift. The Christian tradition originated in spiritual experiences
and developed as an account of those experiences. The exploration of worldtranscendent reality implied by the term u
spi ritu a lexperiences" includes an
investigation of the nature of reality in relation to man the questioner.

The

results of the search find their expression in symbols, which serve as a means
to evoke the original experiences in others.

Among these symbols are God,

man and history. The function of the symbols is fraught with difficulty; overtime
their effectiveness tends to undergo characteristic changes.
Voegelin has described the pattern of the original account of experiences
of transcendence, the decline into the dogmatic exposition of symbols and the
skeptical response to the dogma' as a possible pattern of phenomena for

1Eric

Voegelin, immortality: Experience and Symbol," in The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin
The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin, Vol. 12, The Published Essays 1966-1985, ed. Ellis
Sandoz, (Baton Rouge: Louisana State University Press, 1990), P. 54.
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"every experience of non-existent reality when it becomes articulate."2 If it be
accepted that Bossuet's Discours

represents dogmatic exposition, and

Voltaire's attack is the skeptical response, then it remains to examine the nature
of the original account.

However, as Voegelin has observed, part of the

difficulty for the tradition is that the experience was originally couched in
Israelite and Hellenic language, which faces misunderstanding in "enlightened"
readers .3
Hans Urs von Baithasar offers an account of Christian history pared
down to essentials.

A Theology of History strives to supply "a nucleus of

Christian history."4 This turns out to be a meditation on the central principle of
the Christian understanding of the meaning of human existence in time: Christ.
From the central point in Incarnation, Christian history expands its meaning
back to creation and forward to the end of time
It seems that such an account can provide an understanding of history
independent of historical detail and even the authority of the Church for its
persuasive force.

It is an account that depends on the evocative power of

Christian symbolism for communication the spiritual experiences at their root. It
seems possible then, to find an account of history compatible with the Christian
tradition, and capable of withstanding the enlightenment critique.
The quintessentially human experience, according to Eric Voegelin, is a
search,

for meaning.

The term search is potentially misleading, since it

describes not a physical act, but a state of existential unrest in the soul. The
search is spiritual; its realm is the Metaxy

2lbid

3Enc
4Karl

--

the middle ground

--

between man

Voegelin, From Enlightenment to Revolution (Durham, North Carolina, 1975), P. 21.
LOwith, A Theology of History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949), p. v.
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and God. 5 The metaxic tension produces astruggle for meaning and order in
the face of disorder and meaninglessness.
the flux of existence does not have the structure of order.. but the
structure of atension between truth [grounded in transcendent reality]and
deformation of reality [such that it is not attuned to the former]. Not the
possession of his humanity but the concern about its full realization is
the lot of man. Existence has the structure of the In-Between, of the
Platonic METAXY, and if anything is consistent in the history of mankind it
is the language of tension between life and death, immortality and
mortality, perfection and and imperfection, time and timelessness;
between order and disorder, truth and untruth, sense and senselessness
of existence; between amor Del and amor SU
.

.

Voegelin has attributed the anxiety of existence to a movement of the
soul that disturbs men.
direction

--

The anxiety has its roots in a longing for the right

a delicate process undertaken in the In-Between of darkness and

light. 7 As the description suggests, the search is not undertaken indifferently;
the desire for truth (if one can call it that) is afacet of the unrest itself. The divine
pole is the focus of the search and there is a complementary experience of
being drawn by the divine pole of existence. 8 The search, and the pull are not
discrete experiences however; Voegelin describes them as part of "the
dynamics in the tension of existence between its human and divine poles." 9
Man the questioner does encounter God, and not in any locale, but in the
very search for Him:

5Eric

Voegelin, "Reason: The Classic Experience," in The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin vol.
12, The Published Essays 1966-1985. ed. Ellis Sandoz, (Baton Rouge: Louisana State
University Press, 1990), p. 279.
6Eric Voegelin, "Experience and Symbolization in History," in The Collected Works of Eric
Voegefin vol. 12, Published Essays 1966-1985, ed. Ellis Sandoz, (Baton Rouge: Louisana
State University Press, 1990), p. 119.
7EriC Voegelin, "Gospel and Culture," in The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin vol. 12,
Published Essays 1966-1985, ed. Ellis Sandoz, (Baton Rouge: Louisana State University
Press, 1990), p. 176.
81b1d., p. 183.
9lbici.
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Not aspace beyond space, but the search is the site of the meeting
between man and the beyond of his heart; and God is present even in
the confusion of the heart that precedes the search through the realms of
being. The divine Beyond thus is at the same time adivine Within the
world. 10
Voegelin describes the soul as the sensorium of transcendence and history
"develops parallel with the understanding of atranscendent God.""
The fruits of the divine-human encounter fall into the general category of
"experiences of transcendent reality." The experiences are not sensual, they
constitute "an ontic event." 12 An experience of transcendence is a"disturbance
in being, an involvement of men with god by which the divine Within is revealed
as the divine Beyond." 13

Moreover, experiences of transcendent reality,

according to Voegelin, are found 'in avariety of degrees of magnitude. They
"can culminate in an act of transcendence. In the optimal case, as it brings to
acute consciousness the relation between God and man, it reveals the
presence under God as the truth of human existence." 14 The symbol God and
its particulars are shown to be essential to the right order of human morality,
since they belong to the complex of experiences of transcendence.
Human consciousness is not merely immanent. Voegelin describes it as
"luminous." He painstakingly avoids asubject-object dichotomy for describing
the searching man and the sought-for divine reality. The character of reason is
such that the experience is awhole:
the man who asks questions, and the divine ground about which
questions are asked will merge in the experience of questioning as a
10 Enc Voegelin, "What Is History," in The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin vol. 28, What is
History and Other Late Writings eds. Thomas A. Holiweck and Paul Caringella, (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1990), p. 5.
11 Eric Voegelin, Order and History, vol. 1,
Israel and Revelation (Baton Rouge: Lousiana State
University Press, 1956), p. 235.
12 Voegelin, "What is History," p. 49.
14 Ibj.,

p, 47.
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divine-human encounter and reemerge as the participants in the
encounter that has the luminosity and structure of consciousness. 15
The word "luminosity" is chosen to describe consciousness in order to evoke
the transcendent "embrace" of objects in immanent reality. In Voegelin's words,
"Reality is not a given that could be observed from a vantage point, but
embraces the consciousness in which it becomes luminous." 16

Religious life

cannot be defined by aseries of behaviors, because the truth of life lived under
God is the truth of life ordered by its transcendent ground.

Another way of

relating the searching subject to the transcendent ground of his existence is to
say he has a "consciousness of participation in non-existent reality." 17 The
participatory quality of the experiences and the fact that reality cannot be
understood from a vantage point means that Christian experiences cannot be
appreciated by the critical eye of the skeptic. The experiences, obviously, are
invisible, and incomprehensible to the kind of rationality that reduces reality to a
subject-object dichotomy.
The verb "participate" is apt because it describes the relation of human
consciousness to transcendence, since it implies a mutuality.

That is, man's

consciousness is not merely a lonely presence searching for an absent divinity.
Voegelin writes that
the noumenal depth of the encounter involves man in the constitution of
being; and the process leading from the encounter, through the
experiences, to their expression, again involves man in its constitution at
every step. 18

15 Voegelin,

"Reason: The Classic Experience." p. 271.
Voegelin,"Equivalances of Experience and Symbolization in History," in The Collected
Works of Eric Voegelin vol. 12, Published Essays 1966-1985, ed. Ellis Sandoz, (Baton Rouge:
Louisana State University Press, 1990), p. 120.
17 "lmmortality: Experience and Symbol," p. 52.
18 Voegelin, "What is History," p. 12.
16 Eric
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The right order of human existence has its roots in transcendence, but order in
history involves men at afundamental level.
The process of exploration of transcendent reality is aconstant in human
history because it can never be complete. The nature of being is "essentially
unknowable" 19

and this has been especially well-described in the Christian

context. Voegelin points out St. Thomas' indication of the distinction between
the substance of God and the "frontier of his presence with man" which can
"become luminous through revelation."20 History is the story of man's encounter
with God

--

human knowledge of the divine, not the divine itself.

One of the

episodes in that history is the Thornbush episode, for example, through which
God becomes known as HE WHO IS. The title is appropriate because it shows
God's essence as being itself. Even this name cannot cover the immensity of
divine truth

--

it does not attempt a more detailed description of a truth that is

inaccessable to human intellect anyway.

The name indicates being without

past or future. 21 Man can "become sensitive to the abyss extending beyond into
the incommunicable substance of the Tetragrammaton."22
There is an obvious difficulty inherent in expressing experiences of
transcendence. "Every new insight begins with asingle person, who receives it,
one might say, as a representative of the whole of humanity." 23 Although by
definition, experiences happen to individuals, they are not idiosyncratic, since
included in the experience is an element of obligation to the newly discovered

19 Voegelin,
20 1bid., p.

Israel and Revelation, p.5.
411.

2llbjtj
23 Eric

Voegelin, "Configurations in History," in The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin, vol. 12
Published Essays 1966-1985, ed. Ellis Sandoz, (Baton Rouge: Louisana State University Press,
1990), P. 111.
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truth of order. The process of communication can result in "a new center from
which radiates a new order for the existence of man in society."24
The transformation of private experiences of transcendent order, into
widely understood truths is achieved by way of language symbols. The creation
of symbols is an element in the process of exploring the transcendent source of
order. 25 Voegelin outlines the process as a unified whole: "The movement in
the In-Between is indeed an intelligible whole of question and answer, with the
experience of the movement engendering the language symbols for its
expression." 26

The symbols should be thought of as inseparable from the

original engendering experiences.
The error in treating the biblical language, which sprang from
experiences of transcendence as objective facts should now be evident.
Voegelin writes that the "language symbols belong, as to their meanings, to the
Metaxy of the experiences from which they arise as their truth."27 They are
analogical, referring to the experiences of transcendence, and even though
they need to employ the mundane, they "do not refer to objects in external
reality, but to the phases of the movement as it becomes articulate in its selfilluminating process."28 To repeat: symbols are an integral part of the process
of thinking about transcendent reality, they are not epiphenomenal and cannot
be placed in the same class as facts about worldly events.
The experiences are definitive of the symbols.

When an event is

experienced as meaningful, the symbols developed in its wake conform to the
experience of transcendence, rather than the brute facts of the event or to any
24Voegelin,

What is History," p. 48.
Israel and Revelation, p.5.
26 Voegelin, "The Gospel and Culture," p. 186.
27Voegelin, Israel and Revelation, p. 56.
28 Voegelin, "The Gospel and Culture," p. 187.
25 Voegelin,
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object. 29

Indeed, the task of communicating the experience accurately may

require altering the facts of the event surrounding the experience. The "truth of
the symbols" is present only in the experience, since

"the meaning of the

symbols, as they convey no other truth than that of the engendering
consciousness.

.

.

[should be described as] atruth experienced, rather than of a

truth attaching to the symbols."3° In the case of the Thornbush episode, we
might say that the truth of the event lies in the encounter with the divine, rather
than in the image of a bush that burned but was not destroyed by the fire.

In

order for symbols to be successful as media of communication, they must not be
mistaken as being literally true, but understood as evocative:
their meaning can be understood only if they evoke, and through
evocation reconstitute, the engendering reality in the listener or reader.
The symbols exist in the world, but their truth belongs to the nonexistent
experience which by their means articulates. 31
The locus of the experiences of transcendence is the soul, and the use of
analogical symbols for communicating these experiences combines to produce
two important consequences.

First, the method of verification of insights will

necessarily be by examination of evoked experience in consciousness in the
privacy of the individual soul. No model can be constructed to prove the truth of
the symbols. The necessity of the successful evocation of the experience by
the symbols is the second consequence. The results of analytical scrutiny of the
symbols depends upon the success of those same symbols. This is potentially
problematic: How does the reader know if he has understood? How does he
know that the experience has been reconstituted accurately?

How does the

teller gauge his success? This becomes doubly problematic with increasing
29 Voegelin,
30 1bid.

immortality: Experience and Symbol," p. 52.

31 Ibid., p. 53.
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levels of differentiation. Increasing subtlety of experience and symbolization, it
seems, is not "an unqualified good,"32 because differentiation requires more of
the symbols, more of the interlocutor, and is vulnerable to misunderstanding
and loss of balance in the souls of the believers. 33
Voegelin traced such an increasing level of differentiation in Israel and
Revelation from cosmological society' to the birth of Israelite society under a

clan divinity

--

Yahweh 35

and outlined the increasing differentiation of the

ground of order36 right up to the moment before the innovation of Christianity. 37
Voltaire is unwittingly correct when he says that agrowing list of adjectives for
qualifying the divine is the product of cultivated reason; it seems that efforts at
understanding transcendent reality continually refine and improve the symbolic
account.

The main fruit of such efforts is the symbol of God, which as we have
seen, can be the result of an act of transcendence, by which worldly existence is
understood as ordered by a divinity that transcends worldliness. 38 Before an

act of transcendence differentiates transcendence from immanence, the world is
full of gods, 39 and the notion of time is characterized by cyclical, cosmological
pattern of annual readjustment or reattunement to order. The idea of history,
like that of God, is the fruit of an act of transcendence. He writes that history is
"man

--

not the Doctrinaire

32 Voegelin,

--

written large; and as man's consciousness is the

Israel and Revelation, p. 84.

33 1b1d.
34 1b1d.,

13-52.
188-212.
36 1bid., pp. 311-316.
37 1b1d., p.501.
38 Voegelin, "What Is History," p. 47.
39 Eric Voegelin, "Anxiety and Reason," in The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin, vol. 28, What Is
History and Other Late Writings eds. Thomas A. HoUweck and Paul Caringella, (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1990), p. 77.
35 1b1d.,

pp.
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reality of tension toward the divine ground of his existence, history is the
struggle between existence in truth and the deficient modes of existence."40
Voegelin writes:
Once an experience of transcendence has actually occurred that is
sufficiently intense and articulate to disintegrate the primary experiences
of the cosmos and its symbolism, events can be discovered as affecting
the order of man and society in its relation to eternal being. The index
that events receive because they concern the realization of eternal being
in time is the historical index. The events that receive this index shall be
called historical phenomena. 41
On the human side of the same experience, there is the discovery of
mankind "because the very idea of man arises from its realization in the
presence under God. Both the reality and the idea of man are produced by the
movement; the humanity represented is the humanity produced?42 For this
reason, when we talk of any history of mankind, or universal history, we are
speaking

of

an entity produced in the discovery of transcendence.

Those

events included in the saga of universal history have their place by dint of
experiences of transcendence. This will include some political facts, such as
the character of the Roman empire at the time of Christ, but by definition, most
political events will be exiuded as they are in Balthasar's account. This truth
has been eclipsed in enlightenment history, which sees writers such as Voltaire
comparing humans to bees, as just another number of animals living in agroup.
Whether history is a story about God, mankind, or the advancing
understanding of either of these, it too is asymbol of transcendence. The idea
of linear history, when history is seen as a improving grasp of transcendence,
has its source in such an experience.

The notion of history as

40 Voegelin,

p.

immortality: Experience and Symbol,"
"What is History," p. 35.
42 1b1d., p.49.
41 Voegelin,

72.
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knowledge of the ground of being is a"symbol for reinterpreting the constitution
of being in the light of an experience of transcendence as symbols of
transcendence of the transcendental symbolism. ."43

The development

apparent in history has the same basis as the awareness of history itself:
"History originates in the presence of the process when a truth of reality
emerging from the depth recognizes itself as equivalent but superior to atruth
previously experienced."44
Of course, history is also a narrative, but it seems that the chronology of
such events is constructed around acore of meaning "the enterprise of science
makes sense only as long as the facts ascertained can be related to the
noumenal depth of the encounter." 45

Meaning along with a residue of

phenomena constitute the substance of history. 46 It is important to remember
that the latter is always secondary to the fomer. Voegelin does not forbid the
study of what he calls the phenomenal surface of history, but would caution us
that the coherence of history depends on experiences of meaning: "The
emergence of alanguage of truth is part of the mystery of atruth that constitutes
history by revealing itself."47 It seems that history is not only the record of "leaps
in being" or discoveries about transcendence, but also has the character of a
subject in itself:

history has been called "a mystery in the process of

revelation."18
Providence is aderivative symbol found in history, referring, it seems, to
the awareness of a meaningful telos and structure in history that are not of
Voegelin, "What is History," pp. 22-23.
"Experience and Symbol in History," p. 131.
45 Voegetin, "What is History," p. 12.
p. 35.
47 Eric Voegelin, Order and History, vol. 4, TheEcumenic Age (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1979), p. 39.
lbid., p.6.
44V0ege11n,
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human making. Providence, it seems, describes an experience of the relation
of order in the world and meaningful ends.

To modern minds this is a more

difficult concept than Bossuet's machinery of God operating a complex, but
invisible plan with the Church at its core. Voegelin describes the project:
Every society is burdened with the task, under its concrete conditions, of
creating an order that will endow the fact of its existence with meaning in
terms of ends divine and human. .This intelligible structure of history,
however, is not to be found within the order of any one of the concrete
societies participating in the process. It is not aproject for human or
social action, but a reality to be discerned retrospectively in aflow of
events that extends, through the present of the observer, indefinitely into
the future. Philosophers of history have spoken of this reality as
providence, when they still lived within the orbit of Christianity, or as List
de Vernunft, [the cunning of reason] when they were affected by the
trauma of enlightenment. In either case they referred to areality beyond
the plans of concrete human beings
a reality of which the origin and
end is unknown and which for that reason cannot be brought within the
grasp of finite action. 49
.

--

As indicated above, the process of communicating and evoking the truth
depends upon the evocative power of symbols and effort on the part of the
audience

in

reproducing the engendering

experiences.

Because the

maintenance of the true answer in the symbols depends on the man asking the
true question:
The search itself is the evidence of existential unrest; in the act of
questioning, man's experience of his tension.
toward the divine ground
breaks forth in the word of inquiry as aprayer for the Word of the answer.
Question and answer are inimately related one toward the other.
the
question is knowing, but its knowledge is yet the trembling of aquestion
that may reach the true answer or miss it. This luminous search in which
the finding of the true answer depends on asking the true question and
the asking of the true question on the spiritual apprehension of the true,
is the life of reason. 5°
.

.

.

49v0ege11r,
50 V0ege1in,
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Another problem intrinsic to language symbols is that they are "created
in the articulation of the event" 51 and remain in the world, while the
"hierophantic event" and person who experienced it disappear from the world. 52
The symbols engendered in the encounter with transcendent reality are left to
others to manage, and these people may be "sensitive to the truth in a measure
but are not able to reactivate the engendering experience fully."53 When this
situation arises, as it must do frequently, the language symbols become
increasingly distant from the original experience they are supposed to evoke. 54
In Voegelin's terminology, they become "opaque." Indeed, they can have the
properties of objects in mundane reality attributed to them, and then this in turn
becomes the putative subject of inquiry. 55
Symbols can be literalized; meaning can "seep" from them as the original
experience is eclipsed, until they become hollow, or opaque. But the symbols
cannot continually be reinvented, because the original experience can also be
deformed. Voegelin has described how religion was originated as a protective
device, introduced by the early Christian Church for "the civilizational purpose
and effect of protecting an historically achieved state of insight against the
disintegrative pressures to which the differentiated truth of existence is
exposed. "-56 The modern term religion is the product of the efforts of Cicero,
who recognized

"the forces of disintegration as well as the necessity of

protecting the truth through language symbols, through a"word" that incarnates
the truth of divine presence in reality."57
51 Voegelin,

The Ecumenic Age, p.39.

53 1b1d.
55 1b1t
56 1b1d.,
57 1bid.,

p.45.
p. 44.

He "developed the older Latin term

126
religio into the symbol that comprehends protectively both the truth of existence
and

its expression through cultic observance

and doctrine." 58

The

transformation of the original symbols into dogma is a deformation, which can
involve the objectification of those symbols so that they are seen as literally
true. 59

We might speculate that such a deformation occurs when doctrine

dominates the experienced truth of existence.
It seems that a possible consequence of the protective measures is
fundamentalism

--

the literal belief in the particulars, rather than the restored

participatory experience behind the symbols.
fundamentalist deformation is
fanaticism. 60

According to Voegelin, the

often characterized by intolerance and

He writes that the fanatic deals not with experience, but with

doctrine and "in doctrinal argument symbols are erected into entities: and when
he participates in it, he involves himself in the error that Whitehead has named
the fallacy of misplaced concreteness."61 This is the true context of the BossuetVoltaire "debate."
The existential state of the fanatic is to be lamented.

He normally

understands himself, not as a questioner, or a seeker after truth but as a
possessor of it.

Voegelin leaves unresolved the question of "whether the

traditionalist believer who professes truth is doctrinal form is not perhaps farther
removed from truth than the intellectual objector who denies it because of its
doctrinal form." 62 The solution to the problem of dogmatic criticism of dogma, it
seems is a return to the original experiences. Voegelin cautions that "the task of

58 1b1d.,

P. 44.
p.43.
60 Voegelin, "Anxiety and Reason,"
61 Voegelin, "Immortality" p. 65.

59 1bici.,

p.
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reestablishing

contact with

non-existent

reality

is

not

easy." 63 His

contemporary, Hans Urs von Balthasar, however has indicated away of doing
so that bears of the topic of this thesis.
Hans Urs von Baithasar's brief book A Theology of History makes no
overt claims to comprehensiveness; indeed, he purports to offer only a"nucleus
of a theology of history." 64 The essentials of the Christian understanding of
history in this account all revolve around Christ in his relation to time. 65
Balthasar's self-described "little sketch" is in fact a difficult and many-layered
work, requiring intense meditative effort on the part of the reader. The brief,
linear attempt possible here cannot hope to do the work justice. It is important to
bear this caveat in mind because it has been observed that the clumsy efforts of
epigones are to blame for the crisis exemplified by Bossuet and Voltaire.
Balthasar writes from within the medium of faith.

Voegelin's position is more

detached, and his work can provide a conceptual framework for examining
Baithasar's position, even if the language of Christianity is difficult to convert to
Voegelin's favored medium

--

the language of Greek philosophy.

For Balthasar, the solution to the insoluble problem of meaning in history
is given, in the Christian context, by the "existential union of God and man." 66
The solution is inaccessible by philosophical means, 67 after all, history is still
unfolding.

However, the cognition of faith renders its answer more real than

any abstract answer to the question of meaning in history. 68 If the premise of
Christian history is the union of the human with the divine, then it seems that

63 1bid.

P. 56.
Hans Urs von Baithasar, A Theology of History (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1963), p. v.

67 1b1d

p. 10.
p. 17.
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meaningful history cannot primarily be a collection of facts. Once again it is an
account of truth and virtue, this time presented in the form of an elegant
meditation on the meaning of Christ, rather than the linear advancement toward
Him. As we saw in Voegelin's account, transcendent reality is experienced as
the ground of meaning, order and perfection; the grasp of this is articulated in
true, or adequate symbols. For Balthasar, Christ is the truth of history: "By virtue
of the hypostatic union, there is nothing in him which does not serve God's selfrevelation. As the center of the world, he is the key to the interpretation not only
of creation, but of God himself." 69 By virtue of this same union, history in the
Christian understanding is necessarily based on a "mystery which cannot be
surveyed or judged from any point of scientific observation." 70 Here, Balthasar
recalls Voegelin's note that reality is a "thing" in which humans participate,
rather than athing judged from some vantage point. Both thinkers would object
to Voltaire's technique of applying skeptical thought to aChristian history.
The existential union of the divine with the human in history has three
main consequences, and these consequences demonstrate that history is
centered on the reconcilication of divine being and human imperfection in time,
which means it is not chiefly about events. These consequences show that
history is a moral project at its most fundamental level, and they prove that the
project being undertaken is universal history, because it impinges upon all men
in their relation to the divine. The existential union effects the bridging of the
gap between the divine and human poles of existence; it renders the abstract
norm of behavior concrete and factual; and it means that the effects of the union
are universal.

69 1bfrJ.,
70 1bid.,

P. 15.
p. 14.

The life of Christ witnesses two ways in which the divine and
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human are united. The first, characterizing the time of the Passion, shows a
Jesus whose time is "subject to the limitations of what lies between birth and
death," 71 but whose life is nevertheless an example of perfect attunement to the
divine. 72 His virtue is perfect both in performance and in motivation, thanks to
divine guidance. 73 His flawless performance of the virtue required by God is
made possible by a perfect knowledge of divinity. "The Son's form of existence,
which makes him the Son from all eternity.

.

.

is the uninterrupted reception of

everything that he is, of his very self, from the Father." 74
Not a merely human accomplishment, Balthasar balances the human
attunement in prayer75 with the active expression of divinity in human existence.
Christ's action demonstrates "his eternal consciousness as Son." 76 Christ's life
in this mode includes a perfect acceptance of time and the conditions of human
existence

--

a refusal to anticipate and seek control. 77 This assent Balthasar

calls arestoration of the order destroyed in original sin. 78
The second and more complete way in which Christ's action bridges, but
does not collapse the divide between human and divine is evident during and
after the Resurrection. 79 The bridge is realized by love (which it seems can
describe something ontological) and is by definition redemptive, recovering the
unity of divine measure and human reality. 80 Here, Balthasar describes merely
human time as fulfilled "consummated and filled to overflowing with the eternal

84.
p. 28.
73 1b1d., P. 54.
74 1bid., p. 26.
75 1b1d., p. 28.
71

1b1d.,

p.

77 1b1d., pp.

30 and 32.
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79 1bici, p.84.
80 1b1d., p.81.
78 1bid.,p.
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dimensions of divine life.

.

through Christ's time." 81

.

man's time attains to its intended perfection in God

The disorder of worldly existence is banished for a

time by the irruption of the divine beyond into history

--

filling up the time. After

the Resurrecton, Christ's time and in his relation to the Church is a unity of
eternity with time, where time is "redeemed and preserved within eternity.
taken up into

it."82

This is effected through love, which ought to be understood

in its ontological sense and is redemptive. 83 Love repairs the rupture between
the transcendent measure and human inadequacy; in other words, for
Christians, the struggle between divine order and mundane disorder is resolved
by grace.
According to Baithasar, without Christ, men are stranded in history with
recourse only to unhistorical philosophical abstraction. 84 The hypostatic union
brings the transcendent truth into historical immediacy and therefore into
concreteness for humans.

Humans need no longer lament the search for an

absent God (as may be said of the Greeks); instead humans in history are
dignified by a"participation in the factuality of theology." 85
In Jesus Christ, the Logos is no longer the realm of ideas, values and
laws which governs and gives meaning to history, but is himself history.
In the life of Christ the factual and the normative coincide not only in fact
but necessarily, because the fact is both the manifestation of God and the
divine-human pattern of true humanity in God's eyes. 86
Another image employed by Baithasar is the traditional one of the vertical
character of meaning, or divine reality

1bid., p. 39.
p. 82.
83frj
P. 81.
84 1bid., pp. 13 and 19.

81

82 Ibii,

85 1b1d.,

p. 19.
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--

imagined as above history and shifted
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to converge with historical, horizontal time. 87 Christ arrives in human history and
is the judge of all men, since he alone is in a position to apply the standard of
divine order as well as a measure drawn from human possibilities. 88
Universality is aconsequence of the nature of the hypostatic union. The
general conflict resolved by the union is the universal inadequacy of men in the
face of a universally valid measure

--

world-transcendent reality.

The

universality of Christian history applies generically, to the state of mankind and
the action of divinity and neither of these require material or geographical size
to qualify them as universally valid. The "mystery of the hypostatic union of the
divine and the human in Christ

...

casts its light and its shadow, directly or

obliquely, accross all the values of this world." 89
As the centre of history, Christ's action radiates meaning backwards in
time. Balthasar relates Christ to the history of the Israelites in a dual relation:
Christ obeys the spirit of divine will that preceded him. His Incarnation is a
necessary, but not a sufficient condition for creation, fall and human history to
occur at all.

Part of Christ's perfect obedience to God is horizontal

obedience to the manifestation of divine will in history.

--

an

His life manifests a

flawless fulfillment of the spirit and the letter of the sacred tradition that prepared
his way. 9° Christ is not merely the perfect follower of sacred history, however,
because the hypostatic union means that He has atimeless quality as well. He
represents the premise and the goal of sacred history.

The "Old Testament is

not past for him" 91 since in the first place he is the fulfillment of the history of the*

88 1bjd
89 1b1d

91

Ibid.,

P. 126.

P. 73.
p. 14.

P. 51.
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Law and Prophets. 92 Balthasar likens Christ to the Old Testament as a man
embarking on his life to abiography of that life. 93
Any history that occurs in sacred history before Christ is dignified and
given meaning by Christ.

In a sense, the Old Testament is the story of the

Father's service to the Son. 94

Balthasar evokes a unity of divine reality that

comprehends creation, Abraham, Moses and Christ in a single dynamic,
moving toward the archetype that is Christ95
Indeed, in the eyes of the Father his life, though it does not cause, is
nevertheless the very condition for the possibility of there being aFall,
and so of there being a Paradise or indeed any creation at all, if it were
to be for man's good. In the words of St. Paul, then, the world itself
must have been framed in Christ Incarnate. 96
The Incarnation and the Resurrection effect an ontological elevation of history.
Human time can be sinful and therefore empty, untrue and invalid. 97 "The
whole of human time is structured analogically within itself, and the key to the
whole of it is Christ's mode of time, in which it culminates." 98 Human time after
Christ

is founded upon the nature of time during the forty days of the risen

Christ on earth. 99 The Holy Spirit works on Christ, transforming him, by drawing
his earthly life into the resurrected one, so that the former is "eternal ized." 10 °
The action of the divinity of the Holy Spirit then mediates Christ "to the historical
Church of every age." 101

92frj, p. 52.

93 1bid.

94 1bid.,

p.55.
P. 52.
96 1b1d., P. 61.
p. 36.

95 1b1d.,
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99 1bid.,
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100 1bid.
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First, in the forty days of the Resurrected Christ, "the
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gulf between the here and the beyond is lovingly, redeemingly bridged," 102 so
that time and eternity are blended. 103 Christ thus transformed is present to
humanity in the dimension of faith
both human and divine

--

--

because the resurrected Christ appears as

"his appearance now always implies the revelation of

divinity in his humanity." 104

Sacramentally in the Church in the "medium of

faith." 105 Christ continues to be present in this mode to the Church through the
Holy Spirit.

In this capacity, Christ infuses the Church with "the reality of the

divine encounter" 106 throughout the history of the Church.
History after Christ sees humanity measured, judged and led to fulfillment
in the light of the divine presence. 107 The moral consequence of the presence
of the eternal in history isthe obligation to live in faith, hope and love. 108 These
are not mere observances of rules, but virtues the basis of which is the
"participation in eternal love." 109 They combine concern with this world and the
beyond, situating the Christian in an attitude of love, belief and hope within the
world, but focusing on the world-transcendent. 11 ° The most comprehensive of
these is love, and the term describes an unselfish will to "encounter the will of
God." 111

Once again, the link between the ontological and the moral is a

definitive, unbreakable one.
In addition to the universally representative nature of the union of divinity
with humanity, the action of Christ has an ontological effect on the history to

102 1b1d.,
1

Ibid.,

105 1b1d
106 1b1d.,
107 1b.,
108

bfrJ.,

109 1b1d.,
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come, "framing it." The divine fact of Christ in his relation to human time, means
that at any time in history, in any geographical location, Christ is the mediator of
all men to God.

Men exercise their freedom, and "make history" in a reality

embraced by the truth of Christ:
this space belongs to Christ, it is in no sense an empty space but one that
is shaped and structured and completely conditioned by certain
categories. The framework of its meaning is constructed of the situations
(the internal situations) of Christ's earthly existence. Man cannot fall out
of this space which is Christ's. ."
Notwithstanding the opinions and sentiments of Voltaire or his modern
heirs, the Church's claim to recognition, according to Balthasar, has a
theological foundation. It is not merely the keeper of the tradition, although that
role is not unimportant in the Church's mission. The institution of the Church is
fundamental to the application of the norm of Christ to human history both
effectively and theoretically.' 13 Established by an act of Christ himself, 114 it is
through the mediation of the Church that the sacraments are administered and
Christ is "contemporaneous with the believer." 115 The Church is animated by
the Holy Spirit, filling the material structure of the Church with "infinite
content." 116 The operation of the Holy Spirit is felt in the presence of "the
uniqueness and historical reality of the divine encounter." 117
Balthasar's description of the ongoing task of the Church in mediating
spiritual truth to humankind overcomes the potential pitfalls of interpreting
written tradition.

The written record of Revelation is by nature fragmentary,

especially in contrast with the living spiritual truth presented to the Church by
112 1b1d.,

p. 66.
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115 1b1d.,
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p.96.
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the Holy Spirit. 118 The Church is an "objectification of Christ" 119 and not simply
a mundane institution for controlling dogma and behavior. It comprehends the
consciousness of the believers, which merges with the thought of the Church,
and finally, the thought of divinity in the Holy Spirit. 120
Baithasar speaks not of profane, but of immanent history.

All history,

whether raised to transcendent significance or not, flows from the fact of
creation. 121 Absent the divine meaning added to history by divine suffering,
immanent history retains its own "immanent eidos." 122 This is nontheless
altered by the action of Christ. 123 Although history might have a form
independent of Christ, Baithasar insists that secular or immanent history cannot
escape the fact of Christ as the "norm of everything." 124 This statement
obviously has implications for the Christian studying profane history from a
humanist perspective.

We might speculate that Bossuet's circumscribed

humanism is at the very end of the spectrum of meaningful universal history. In•
light of this, we might praise the empirical accomplishment of Voltaire's history,
but not the evocation of meaning in it.
Israelite history includes a measure of immanent development, against
which is set the story of its real progress, which is led by God. 125 Balthasar is
cautious toward the notion that pagan history can be seen as leading to
Christ. 126 The most he is willing to say regarding the unity of sacred and
secular history is that because the presence of the divine in history applies, by
118 1b1d
119 1bfrJ

121 Ibid.,

124 1bid.,

P. 101.
p.99.

P. 100.
p. 123.
p. 140.

p.13.
p. 127.
pp. 130-131.
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necessity, to all, the meaning and thrust of both sacred and profane must
converge on Christ:
the kairos of the Incarnation, that fullness of time which is clearly the goal
of Israel's history, is akairos not only for Israel, but for all the nations,
and that Israel stands as aguarantee of the ultimate indivisibility of
sacred and secular history even though it cannot be seen to be so, in
the case of the history of the nations, until the last judgement. 127
--

Balthasar recognizes that sacred history coincides with a real society in
history, called Israel, and that that society moved in history from the "age of
myth, first into the Greek and then into the pan-Hellenic world of universal
reason." 128 For Balthasar, history is happening, and the education of the the
human race in the form of the Israelites is a pattern superimposed on the first
one, and giving it meaning. 129 He seems to withhold judgement on

Karl

Löwith's assertion that since the salvation event concerns only individual souls,
that Christianity should be "completely indifferent to the mutations of history." 13 °
Balthasar's own position seems more moderate; he explaines that sacred and
profane are not "incommensurate quantities." 131 It seems undeniable that
sacred history happens to men in history, but that it is fundamentally
unconcerned with the cycles of the rise and fall of civilizations.

Voegelin has

explained St. Augustine's position, which was that the history of the Church was
important insofar as its "earthly pilgrimmage" was part of sacred history. And for
Augustine, "Only transcendental history, including the earthly pilgrimmage of
the Church, has direction toward its eschatological fulfill ment." 132 That is, only

127 1b1'j,
128 1b1d.,
129 1bid.,

P. 133.
P. 130.
pp. 131-132.

Balthasar in A Theology of History, p. 131; citing Karl LOwith in Weltgeschichte und
Hellsgeschehen.
131 Hans Urs von Baithasar, A Theology of History p.131.
132 Erjc Voegelin, The New Science of Politics (Chicago: Unversity of Chicago Press, 1987), p.
130

,

118.
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sacred history lies on the direct line of providence between creation and
eschaton.
The term Providence does not enjoy any prominence in Balthasar's
account of the essentials of Christian history. However, the notion of a fe/os in
history is strong, as is the idea of the working of the divine in the Holy Spirit
which mediates the moral and divine content of the life of Christ to the individual
lives of men. 133 Balthasar is careful not to overstate the presence of divine will
active in history.

Instead, the action and subsequent presence of Christ in

history allows men to fulfill their existence by imitating Christ and seeking divine
guidance for their actions:
It is only in the context of being sent upon a mission that any moment of
time can finaly ripen in which
by the grace of living faith
afull
correspondence is attained (on the pattern of Christ) between what is
demanded of us and what we manage to do. Therein may be found the
resolution of all tragedy, which man, living in history, can think of only as
the gulf between the ideal and the real. The act of correspondence to
what God wills for world history which is something given by grace but
nevertheless put into effect by man
is the central core which makes
history happen. 134
--

--

--

--

Grace shapes history, according to Balthasar, because

" it

is the measure and

meaning of history as foreseen in every moment." 135 The conception is not of
the effective presence of God in history, but of an experience of the divine
revealing itself to men, and in this, determining man, vis-à-vis God, the Church
and the world. 136

No suggestion is made by Balthasar to the effect that the

divinity prompts events in human history; the only "events" in which the divine
can be located are those in which human consciousness encounters the will of
God.
133 Hans

Urs von Baithasar, A Theology of History, p. 98-99.
Ibid., p. 120.
135 1b1d.,
p. 68.
1361b1d.
1
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Voegelin's account demonstrates the original set of experiences behind
ideas of God, history and meaning in life, and outlines the function of myth in
communicating those experiences.

Both Voegelin and Balthasar take up the

original language and imagery of the Hebrew and Hellenic sources and
reinfuse it with meaning. They do this by making the symbolism secondary to
experience; the symbols are tools employed in the service of the movement in
consciousness.
It seems reasonable to conclude that the recovery of the engendering
experiences has been achieved by Voegelin and Baithasar.

The two writers

have both authored complex and difficult works, requiring effort and subtlety on
the part of the reader. It seems that the original richness of the mythical form,
while it may be susceptible to amisunderstanding of the details of the vehicle, is
capable of communication to awide variety of hearers. Although the increasing
level of subtlety or differentiation undoubtedly reflects an increasingly adequate
grasp of the nature of reality on the part of the the one managing the materials,
compactness, as Voegelin points out, has something to recommend it as well:
Differentiation, one would have to say, is not an unqualified good; it is
fraught with the dangers of radically dissociating the experiential blocs
held together by the myth, as well as of losing the experiences of
consubstantiality in the process. 137
That is, the more subtle the account, the more difficult it is to maintain and
engender the experience.

One of the consequences of this phenomenon is,

from the human side, an increasing of distance betweeen God and men. This.
is openly stated in Voltaire's writings on the nature of divinity, which seem to
preclude any possibility of consubstantiality, or direct encounter between the
human and the divine. Now, Voegelin is describing the leap in being between

137 ErIc

Voegelin, Israel and Revelation, p. 84.
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cosmological and historical societies, but the observation would seem to apply
to Christianity as well.
Balthasar has achieved a high level of differentiation in A Theology of
History, avoiding the doctrinal pitfalls brought about by two millennia of heresy
and heterodoxy, orthodoxy and doctrine.

His constantly repeated pattern is to

make a statement and follow it with a variety of refinements and warnings
against misunderstanding.

His focus is unambiguously on the evocation of

experiences, especially that of the comprehensive miracle of Christ in the
consciousness of his reader. Contributing to the effectiveness of his account is
Balthasar's use of the instruments of Greek philosophy. Myth is a more compact
medium for communicating experience than philosophy, but insofar as
"seeking, finding, and giving the ground of things ... is reasoning, and the act of
relating things to aground is reasoning.. "138 and mythmaking accompanied by
reason in response to the experience of questioning search.

138 Voegelin,

"Anxiety and Reason,"

p.

74.
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Chapter Five:

Conclusion

The topic of this thesis has been the theoretical conflict between Jacques
Bénigne Bossuet's account of history and that of Voltaire.

It was placed into

context with the aid of Eric Voegelin, and "resolved" by Hans Urs von Balthasar,
whose Christian account of history would escape the attacks Voltaire made on
Bossuet

--

who may be considered the epitome of doctrinal Christianity. Briefly,

Voegelin has sketched the pattern of "original account, dogmatic exposition,
and skeptical argument" aprocess that can be activated when an experience of
transcendence "becomes articulate and, through its symbols, enters society as
an ordering force." 1 If the symbols "cease to be transluscent for reality,"2 then
they may be misconstrued

--

they will be understood as "referring to things in

the manner of propositions concerning objects of sense perception."3 Voegelin
writes that such asituation was aptly described by T.S. Eliot as awasteland of
broken images. 4 If Bossuet offers a history based on the 'traditionalist belief in
symbols"5 then it seems that Voltaire's attack on him constitutes the "reasoned
objection to belief." 6 Finally, Voegelin argues that adecline into the doctrinaire
can only be repaired by "a return to the reality of experience which originally
has engendered the symbols." 7 The return will allow a renewed understanding
of the original symbols, as well as giving rise to "its own exigesis." 8 Thus Hans

1E,ic

Voegelin, "Immortality: Experience and Symbol," in The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin
The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin Vol. 12, The Published Essays 1966-1985, ed. Ellis
Sandoz, (Baton Rouge: Louisana State University Press, 1990), p. 54.
31bid.
4lbid.
51b1d.,p.
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Urs von Balthasar's Theology of History may be seen as a new exigesis that
"will make the older symbols transclucent again." 9
As the defender of the doctrinal use of symbols, Bossuet was involved in
a variety of disputes, notably with Richard Simon, whose rationalist critique of
the tradition cast doubt on the absoluteness of biblical authority.

Simon was

both less famous and less given to sniping than Voltaire, who retains our
interest because of his enormous success among modern intellectuals.
Bossuet's opposition to Quietism, and his participation in the Gallican debate
shows that he was an ecclesiastical statesman in addition to being an important
theologian.

He had therefore, a considerable and continuing interest in the

Church as an earthly institution whose prestige was being challenged by
Protestantism, heresy and the rise of the scientific outlook on the universe.
Bossuet's We-maItresse

--

providence

--

was evident in his writing style

and orientation to prayer, and it was also the comprehensive model for his work
on universal history and on politics. That Bossuet could author a book on the
principles of politics drawn from scripture proves that for him, a Christian nation
ought to apply religious principles to every arena of life. Bossuet's use of the
notion of providence in politics and history emphasizes mechanics over
metaphysics; it was this tendency that made his account vulnerable to the
quasi-scientific approach of the philosophes. 1°
Bossuet's history was written in an age of rationalism, but his materials
were biblical

-

drawn from an age of myth. 11 His "dogmatic exposition" of older

symbols found an eighteenth century, skeptical response in Voltaire's Essai sur

91b1d.
10 Thérese Goyet, L'Humanisme phi!osophique, vol. 2, L'Humanisme de Bossuet (Paris: Librairie
c. Klincksieck, 1965), p. 331.
11 EricVoegelin, From Enlightenment to Revolution
(Durham, North Carolina, 1975), p. 21.
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les moeurs. 12 This thesis has argued that Bossuet's Discours represents the
product of a process by which original experiences of transcendence which
engendered Christian symbolism become distanced from the symbols
themselves.

Experiences of transcendent reality are the result of the typically

human search for meaning. Such experiences are not sensual, but relate to the
structure of being, and occur in consciousness.

Moreover, such experiences

are understood as giving depth, meaning and order to human lives and
institutions.

There is a compelling urge to speak of them, and this is done

through language symbols.

God, history and mankind are examples of

language symbols that refer analogically to the process of the search in
consciousness for meaning.
The communication of experiences of transcendence is an endeavor
fraught with difficulties.

Since the experiences occur in the privacy of the

individual soul, they are not capable of quasi-scientific scrutiny.

However, it

seems that continual discussion might be necessary to make communication
effective.

The more complex and therefore adequate the account of

transcendent reality evoked and communicated by language symbols, the more
numerous the potential pitfalls of communication. In the case of Christianity, the
control of orthodoxy in observance and doctrine was the task of religio, against
awide array of factors that would tend to disintegrate the coherence of Christian
symbolism.

It seems the negative side effects of the control of orthodoxy can

include atendency toward literalism.
There is a fascinating tension in Bossuet's work between doctrinal
literalism

and theological language still

transcendence.
12 EñC

evocative of experiences of

In light of Bossuet's struggle as the defender of an orthodoxy

Voegelin, "Immortality,"

p.

54.
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under attack from a number of opponents, Hans Urs von Balthasar's highly
evocative, yet carefully restrained nucleus of theological history must be
considered a great success.

Balthasar's premise is that the center of the

Christian view of history is the existential union of God and man. He proceeds
to build on this premise, evoking the ontological

revolution implied in

Incarnation. For Bossuet, Christian history is achronicle of events suggestive of
underlying theological mysteries. He does not elaborate the meaning of those
mysteries in his history.

By contrast, Balthasar begins

with the mystery of

Christ. A Theology of History is not a book that can be fully understood by a
skeptical reader.

As Christopher Dawson has written, one must accept

Christianity in order to understand the Christian view of history. 13 A Theology of
History must be read in an attitude of faith. The evocative power of Balthasar's
book suggests it is an adequate return to the original engendering experiences
of Christianity.
Using such terms as consciousness and divine will, Balthasar evokes the
beauty of the idea of Incarnation. Christ's pre-crucifixion life is described as a
dynamic tension between the physical limitations of Jesus' life as a man and his
perfect attunement to divine will and his "eternal consciousness as Son." 14
Balthasar explores a number of issues inherent in the search for meaning in
transcendent reality:

Christ's action bridges the divide between divine

perfection and human imperfection, between transcendent timelessness and
time as empty.

Balthasar's history shows the central fact of Christianity

extending its meaning over time: backward to the origins of the world

--

giving

13 Christopher Dawson, "The Christian View of History," in God, History and Historians: An
Anthology of Modern Christian Views of History., ed.C.T. McIntire, (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1977), p. 30.
14 Hans Urs von BaRhasar, A Theology of History (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1963),
p. 28.
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Old Testament history additional meaning and giving impetus to the act of
Creation

--

the divine.

and forward, providing the Church with a continuing encounter with
He shows why Christian history has a claim to universality: the

hypostatic union of the human with the divine is an ontological event
no geographical location exempt from the effects of Christ.

--

there is

The mission and

authority of the Church are founded upon the same logic as the universality of
history.

The Church is the earthly means by which Christ is mediated to

mankind.
Balthasar makes only brief mention of profane history. For him, so-called
profane history is a mundane pattern of development upon which sacred history
is imposed, thereby giving it meaning. He restricts his consideration of profane
history to elements directly related to the expression and unfolding of meaning.
We might infer from this that investigations of individual civilizations, even in
their connection to biblical history is not an indispensable part of theological,
and perhaps universal history.
Bossuet's history is not a completely literalized reworking of biblical
details, but it seems fair to characterize it, in Voegelin's terminology, as a
dogmatic use of the original symbols of Christian experiences.

In Bossuet's

defense, it will be noted that his understanding of the tradition was sufficient to
allow him to engage in a number of controversies maintaining a moderate and
yet orthodox position until near the end of his life. It seems that the label of
fundamentalist might not be completely earned in his case.

Much of his

treatment of biblical symbols might invite the interpretation that Bossuet is
dealing with, as Voegelin describes it "hypostatized symbols" 15 ,and yet he
does not display the intolerance and fanatacism that Voegelin classes as
15 Voegelin,

immortality," p. 65.
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definitive characteristics of afanatic. On the contrary, as has been observed,
Bossuet was an ecclesiastical statesman, which is to say a prudent man of
politics. He traces the moral and theological development of mankind between
creation and Christ, who resolves the dynamic of sacred history.

The

denouement includes a working-out of the earthly consequences of Christ's
action.

Furthermore, Bossuet's history is not merely a chronology of events:

Christ is profoundly relevant to the creation in Bossuet's account, and history is
directed at the redemption of souls, even though the eschaton is rarely if ever
mentioned in the Discours. Obviously, the central facts of Bossuet's history are
articles of faith.

Like Baithasar's work, the Discours

cannot properly be

understood unless it is through the eyes of faith. The trinity and the Incarnation
are central to Bossuet's history;. Bossuet's Discours

may have humanist

qualities, but theology dominates it.
The body of the Discours

unites two theological events: the Creation

and the Incarnation. Of the devices Bossuet uses to divide time into meaningful
units, two have religious bases

--

he makes epochal divisions for convenience.

There are seven ages of mankind, and three legal divisions. It seems that the
religlo is the focus of development in the legal category:

names for God,

knowledge of Him and cultic observance are the markers of development in the
categories ,of the laws of mankind.

These are all phenomena

residue of language symbols and ritual

--

--

the worldly

in short, the stuff of religio

than the spiritual experiences that provoked the phenomena.

--

rather

The thread of

development is less clear in the ages of mankind as they are outlined by
Bossuet.

He comments little or not at all on the meaningful content

distinguishing one age from another.
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It seems reasonable to infer from Bossuet's inclusion of many biblical
details in describing the ages of mankind, not that he was unable to interpret the
meaning of the stories, but that he considered them important in their own right.
According to Bossuet, the Bible was the highest authority on history.

His

position is not unqualified literalism, since his dependence upon the imagery of
the Bible is mitigated by his acceptance of the apparent paradox of conflicts of
traditional dates.

Such differences as are found between the Septuagint and

the Vulgate are merely a matter of "empty centuries" according to Bossuet.
Thus Bossuet does not present everything

biblical as equally true, but his

inclusion of stories with aminimum of comment suggests he held the Bible to be
the source of universal history par excellence.

If it appears in the Bible, one

need offer no more evidence of athing's relevance to the moral and theological
project of traditional history.
Bossuet's use of biblical imagery tends to be literal. In the Elevations sur
les mystères, for example,

Bossuet speculates at some length about the

qualities of the tree of life compared with those of the tree of knowledge; he
speculates on the presence of Eve at God's injunction against eating the fruit of
the tree of knowledge. 16 The tree of life, Bossuet'thinks, must have boasted
qualities capable of the repair of the human body, since God is able to imbue
plants with any virtues He wishes. 17 But the qualities of the tree of knowledge
are more elusive, since one wonders if a tree could supply such knowledge.
Bossuet speculates that the tree might, have been named for the event of

16 Jacques Benigne Bossuet, Les Elevations sur les mystères in Oeuvres completes de Bossuet
vol. 9, Oeuvres Théologiques (Paris: Les Prêtres de I'immaculée conception de Saint-Dizier,
1863) pp. 44-46.
17"Dieu pouvait annexer aux plantes certaines vertus naturelles par rapport a
nos corps; et il est
aisé a
croire que le fruit de l'arbre de vie avait la vertu de réparer le corps par un aliment Si
proportionné et si efficace..." Ibid., p. 40.
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disobedience itself, since by eating the fruit of the tree, man learned the
unfortunate truth about sin and especially its consequences. 18

Alternatively,

Bossuet thinks it possible that the tree might have possessed supernatural
qualities which would actually provide it with the knowledge of good and evil. 19
This tendency is discernible in Bossuet's history.

Encumbered with the

obligation of defending the absolute truth of the Bible against its critics,
Bossuet's Discours emerges as acomplex work. One might go so far as to say
its thrust is contradictory. For Bossuet, as for Balthasar, history is astory about
humanity and God. Unfortunately, Bossuet weighs his history down, including
elements that do not contribute to the continuity of the story. The emphasis on
God's power as effective, rather than primarily spiritual forces Bossuet to
engage himself in an exposition of the "how" of sacred history, rather than the
"why" (why is there anything, why not nothing, and why are things as they are?
answer: God). Bossuet's criteria of development in truth and virtue are mainly
phenomenal and this is consistent with the inclination to explain the machinery
of history in terms of providence.

Instead of lingering over the Israelite

experience of being punished by some empire or other, Bossuet averts his gaze
somewhat, asking how God achieved the punishment. The pattern of the tree of
knowledge story is repeated: instead of considering the nature of originalsin in
the way of lrenaeus, Clement and Baithasar, as abreaking out of time, a refusal
of "God's dispositions for us,"2° Bossuet worries about how

the tree provided

l8uMais pour l'arbre de la science du bien et du mal, comme c'était là un effet qui passait la venue
naturelle d'un arbre, on pourrait dire que cet arbre aété ainsi appelé par I'évévnement, acause
que l'homme en usant de cet arbre contre le commandement de Dieu, aappris la maiheureuse
science qui Iui fait discerner par expérlénce le mal que son infidélité Iui attirait, d'avec le bien oU ii
avail ete créé..." Ibid.
19 "Qn peut encore penser que la vertu de donner a
l'homme la science du bien et du mal, était
dans cet arbre une vertu sumaturelle semblable acelle que Dieu amise dans les sacrernents..."
Ibid.
20 BaIthasar, A Theology of History, p. 30.
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the "knowledge" in question. The elegance and common sense of Bossuet's
model of providence ought to be admired. However, it is precisely the effective
character of divine will, the dependence on charismata for proof (Balthasar says
that the experiences of love, hope and faith are stronger than any charismata. 21 )
and the literal truth of the Bible, that Voltaire singles out for ridicule. Bossuet's
error, in Voegelin's terminology, might be described as the shift of the site of the
divine-human encounter from the search for the ground of being, to history

--

the

term referring in this case not to an inner form, but to the externally observable
drama of mankind.

The view of history as an external form with a Christian

principle of coherence seems to invite trouble: If things are relevant to history
by dint of their connection with the drama of truth and virtue in history, then any
profane history included will treat empires mainly as they related to the
Hebrews. For example, the exodus from Egypt might be understood as an
escape from the confining decadence of civilization into spiritual freedom in the
desert. 22 By contrast, in Bossuet's hands Egypt is relevant prima facie and can
then serve as an example of secular politics to a young prince.

Bossuet

expands the scope of the Discours to include aconsideration of empires on the
basis of good government and material achievements.

Having done this, he

opens himself up to the enlightened objection that if a historian is going to study
empires on their own merits, he ought to select them on their own merits.

It

seems that in the Discours, history has become a rather confused endeavor,
concerning the drama o.f mankind from the beginning of time to the mundane
pinnacle of the Church as well as the story of men making governments and
empires that have nothing

to

do with truth and virtue.

Moreover, we must

21 Ibid., P. 37.
Eric Voegelin, Order and History vol. 1, Israel and Revelation (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1956),

pp.

112-114.
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emphasize that the role of the Discours as a tool of instruction in the art of
statesmanship is theoretically secondary, notwithstanding the fact that Bossuet
mentions it in his introduction as among the purposes of the Discours. He could
have studied the relevant materials in any context, but chose to do so in his tract
on universal history.
It might be argued that Bossuet's treatment of Egypt, Rome and to on as
civilizations, rather than bit-players in the play of universal history flows from his
notion of Providence. For example, the history of Rome was clearly providential
in the putative sense of the term

--

it was a lucky coincidence. Yet the factors

contributing to Roman history were assembled hundreds of years prior to their
"fruition" at the time of Christ. It seems that Bossuet's choice of materials for the
Discours
history.

is consistent with such an interpretation of Providence working in
Bossuet's Providence is an elegant, if misguided hypothesis for

explaining events in history.

His model links Christianity

history, with human cause and effect

--

--

the meaning of

the particular causes of historical events.

That Providence in the form of miracles and prophecy are in evidence in Old
Testament history is to be expected. The uniqueness of Bossuet's history is that
according to him, Providence works secretly in profane history, that the natural
enchaInement of history is directly attributed to providence.

Second, Bossuet

describes Providence as indirectly present to Christians, through the traditional
record of miracles and prophecy which compel faith. Bossuet insists upon the
last function of Providence at least as much as he does the constant presence
of the Holy Spirit in the Church.
It is primarily Bossuet's literalism that Voltaire attacks in his landmark
history, L'Essai sur les moeurs. Voltaire's scientific outlook leads him to deny
the very possibility of miracles

--

the vehicle of Bossuet's Providence. If science
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and Christianity are the theoretical basis of the debate, the materials involved
are traditional: Bossuet uses charismata as reinforcements of the authority of
Scripture. Since Voltaire cannot admit miracles, he concludes that the Christian
tradition is rife with ridiculous fables, designed to promote the power of the
priestly class.

Voltaire's vision of the universe is guided by the new scientific

rationalism, aset of principles upon which the new historiography was founded.
The Philosophie de !'hisfoire is an extended quibble over details, operating on
the assumption that essence is not at issue.

The body of L'Essai

is a

rearrangement of details built on the enlightenment assumption that quasiscientific standards of truth ought to be applied to universal history.
Bossuet and Voltaire share a view of the role of biblical imagery in the
Christian tradition.

They are separated by the question of the relation of

obedient faith in tradition to human reason, but they are united in the view that
the language of tradition is objective. That is, they both understand the tradition
as a sustained chronicle of God's effective direction of history; they agree that
the Bible ought to be understood as claiming to be an accurate record of
historical fact; and they even have asimilar understanding of reason and faith

--

they both see the call to faith as requiring the submission of reason.
The Essai reflected the expanding horizon of empirical knowledge of
non-European history whereas Bossuet's history, based on a theological claim
to universality,

made no concessions to empiricism.

However, the claim to

universality implicit in his work seems to be somewhat at odds with his
methodology vis-à-vis profane history.

It has been argued that Bossuet's so-

called humanism is theoretically consistent -with his understanding of the
effective presence of the divine in the world; the presentation of civilizations as
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entities unto themselves in the Discours

leaves the reader with the impression

that civilizations are among the units of study in auniversal history.
Obviously, the "debate" between Bossuet and Voltaire is part of a much
larger dynamic of an expanding world and a changing Europe.

Voegelin has

commented on the constellation of factors at work in the Enlightenment. Among
the "dynamics of secularization" are imperial politics and the rise of the nationstate, 23 the appearance of "autonomous secular reason,"24 and the response of
the Church to these. 25

Acording to Voegelin, the "gravest problem for the

spiritual substance of Christianity arises

.

.

.

from the conflict between Christian

symbolism and its rational, historical critique."26 Bossuet and Voltaire (as well
as Simon) are exemplars of this struggle.
This thesis has focused on the character of Bossuet's Discours

and

Voltaire's refutation of it, rather than on the novelty of the Essai awork that has
,

a number of traits to recommend it.

It is a fascinating and ambitious social

history, undertaken from from acurious, rather than a xenophobic perspective.
Voltaire is perhaps overzealous in opposing Bossuet's Christian partisanship,
but as Voegelin notes, he was motivated by tolerance, common sense,
compassion, a love of free speech and thought, and a hatred of oppression,
bigotry and persecution. 27

Voltaire's history merits a list of undeniably

admirable qualities; in a limited way, it solved the tension between expanding
empirical knowledge and the limits of universal history in its doctrinal form.
Voltaire's history marks the new partnership between the secular principle of

23 Eric

Voegelin, From Enlightenment to Revolution,
p. 19.

p. 21.
p. 32.

p.

18.

152
universality and empirical knowledge of world history. 28 Almost buried under
biblical details, the Christian principle of universality in the Discours

still

manages to shine through. It seems that the claim to universality must be based
on faith, since the end of history is unknown. Balthasar's history is a return to
the essence of Christian history

--

it is unambiguously based on the optic of

faith, and it makes no claim whatsoever to empirical completeness.

Among

Voltaire's heirs are Arnold Toynbee and others, whose history is empirically
comprehensive, but which ignores "history as an inner form." 29
Bossuet's literalism is not complete, and yet his was the last socially
effective universal history written on the Christian model, 3° replaced by the
enlightened skepticism of Voltaire, whose position was similarly ambiguous. He
was not the self-declared "light" of the Enlightenment along the lines of Auguste
Comte. 31

Voegelin writes that Voltaire wrote during atime when the "old faith

was lost and the new faith had not yet reached the level of conscious,
responsible will to order the world of man and society anew."32 Elsewhere, he
notes that the pattern of original account, dogmatic exposition and skeptical
response, when applied to Christian cases emerges as a "structure in historical
process of infinite complexity."33 The Bossuet-Voltaire debate is acase study in
the shift from Christianity to secularized thought. 34 It sketches the dynamics of
neglect of existential, or classical reason in favor of reason in the style of the
natural sciences. That neglect necessitated a renewal of the experiences and

P. 9.

Israel and Revelation, p. 125.
From Enlightenment to Revolution, p. 6.
31 Eric Voegelin, From Enlightenment to Revolution, p. 18.
p. 31.
33 Eric Voegelin, "Immortality ,p. 54.
34 Eric Voegelin, From Enlightenment to Revolution, p. 18n.
29 Voegelin,

30 Voegelin,

"
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expression of experiences of the transcendent ground of meaning. 35 Eric
Voegelin and Hans Urs von Baithasar offer such a renewal. If the ruin of the
traditional imagery of Christian history is "stony rubbish" and "a heap of broken
images," 36 then the work of Voegelin and Baithasar proves that the
enlightenment repudiation of Christian history was not an absolute theoretical
victory, because they show that a Christian account of universal history can be
powerful and persuasive. It is sound of water issuing from the dry stone.

35 Eric

Voegélin, Autobiographical Reflections, ed. Ellis Sandoz, (Baton Rouge: Louisana State
University Press, 1989), p. 109.
36 Eric Voegelin, "Immortality," p. 54. Voegelin employs T.S. Eliot's poem The Wasteland to
evoke the aridity of modern life.
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Appendix A:

An Appraisal of Available Bibliographical Materials

This thesis has depended heavily on the work of Eric Voegelin. His work
provides a theoretical framework for the thesis; the opening chapter of From
Enlightenment to Revolution has been a rich source of inspiration. The use of
Voegelin's work as an optic severely limits the usefulness of much of the other
available material. In addition, Bossuet and Voltaire both participated in a wide
range of intellectual controversies and each engaged a variety of opponents
and much of the available material offers little more than a litany of debates
without analysis. Voegelin's treatment of the dispute as indicative of apattern of
doctrinal exposition and skeptical response is unique. The materials presented
in this brief essay tend to fall into one of three categories: materials unrelated to
the questions examined here; materials written from a position of doctrinal
Christianity or post-enlightenment social science, which

makes them

incompatible with the theoretical framework provided by Voegelin; materials
consistent in detail, but theoretically unhelpful to the argument presented here.
Recently, Cambridge University Press has added Patrick Riley's
translation of Bossuet's Politics Drawn From the Very Words of Holy Scripture to
the Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought Series.
introductory essay examine's Bossuet's thought
Malebranche, Bayle and Leibniz.

Riley's

and compares it to that of

He describes Bossuet as a "Judaizing

Calvinist" (xvi) whose political ideas, though drawn from the books of Kings and
Chronicles, were "not very Christian" (xi). According to Riley, Bossuet's politics
are grounded in religion, but are dependent upon revelation and Scripture
more than others: "In Thomism Scripture is not privileged; and often enough a
saint or a prophet will be overridden by a philosopher or a jurisconsult. One
does not find aSt. Thomas speaking, with Bossuet, of nôtre faible raison" (xvi).
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Moreover, Riley describes Bossuet's "Providence particulière" that is, his use of
divine providence for explaining effective historical causes as "radical" (xxix).
This thesis has argued that the Discours and the Politique are complementary
works; the former provides a theological and historical background, and the
latter offers apractical application of the theory to the institutions of government.
Riley's assessment of Bossuet's politics is parallel to LOwith's criticism of his
history. Riley writes that "Within the Christian tradition that was his own Bossuet
did not preserve the balance of an Augustine

--

acknowledging political

necessity but shrinking from the deification of the profane" (xvii). He criticizes
Bossuet for upsetting the equilibrium between "caritas and potestas" in favor of
the latter (xviii), and calls Bossuet's notion of God "unacceptable" (xviii),
complaining that Bossuet describes without comment a God who punishes an
innocent populace for their king's non-crime of enumerating them (xviii).
Jacques Bénigne Bossuet is often mentioned, but seldom analyzed in
the vast literature on the intellectual life of seventeenth century France. There is
a periodical entitled La Revue Bossuet,
doctrinal,

philological

but available editions show only the

and biographical emphases.

Issues focus on

unpublished correspondence, biographical details, publishing history and
literary influcences within the sphere of orthodox Christian writing.'

General

histories tend to portray Bossuet as primarily the defender of absolutism and the
divine right of kings without exploring the foundations of such ideas.
Ecclesiastical histories see his greatest contribution as coming from the pulpit.
Many works treat only Bossuet in philogical terms.

Among these is Charles

Bruneau's Bossuet: Oraison Funèbre D'Anne de Gonzague.

The Decline of

the Age of Louis XIV by Arthur Tilley labels Bossuet the last great champion of
1La

Revue Bossuet 1-4(1900), 1-4 (1901), 1-4 (1902), 1-4 (1903),

and 1-4(1904).
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orthodoxy, fighting the inevitable and desirable progress toward the
Enlightenment (411).

Bossuet: Directeur de conscience by L'Abbé E. Bellon

is, obviously, interested in Bossuet's works of spiritual leadership.
Steinmann's Richard Simon et les origines de !'exégèse biblique
part of its subject, one of Bossuet's major opponents.

Jean

takes the

Steinmann lauds

Bossuet's knowledge of the Bible, but claims he knew almost nothing about
biblical criticism (97). Steinmann also implies that Bossuet's defense of Moses
as the author of the Pentateuch was based, not on principle, but on an inability
to see it as a "long, stratified tradition" (405).

Pierre Magnard'sbook, La

Tradition chez Bossuet et chez Richard Simon describes Bossuet holding both
ends of a chain:

Tradition is continuation of Scripture into perpetuity, and

Scripture owes its posterity to the continuing presence of God (in tradition)(380).
He outlines the interdependence of the tradition and scripture

--

they clarify and

prove one another, in Bossuet's view (382-383). La Politique de Bossuet is the
subject of Jacques Truchet, who sees said politics as deeply clerical. Bossuet
proscribes 1a1cism, writes Truchet, and thinks a secular state both unlikely and
undesirable. Even awell-intentioned secular justice would be like that of Pilate
--

incapable of firmness (44) and political order must be subordinated to

theological order (55).
A number of biographies are available, and some contain little if any
critical content. Helpful in supplying ageneral overview of Bossuet's life were
Sparrow Simpson's A Study of Bossuet,
Bossuet, and E.E. Reynolds' Bossuet.

E.K. Sanders' Jacques BOnigne
All three are highly sympathetic, if

simplistic, works.
Jean Calvet andGustave Lanson were more edifying.
Bossuet:

The former's

L'Homme et I'oeuvre and the latter's Bossuet both offered some
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theoretical background. For Calvet, it is Part Three of the Discours that retains
power for the reader, although he admits that the effect of "La Suite de la
religion" is to induce ashiver of awe (138) which is part of Bossuet's project of
"superimposing a theological demonstration over history" (134). Lanson
indicates that for Bossuet, morality and dogma are inseparable, that dogma is
always the source from whence springs morality (74). Lanson's commentary on
the Discours is similarly interesting: he writes that Bossuet's universal history
involved an enlargement of the traditional Catholic notion, to a larger religious,
even philosophical one (153).

In the final analysis, Lanson insists on the

Christianity of Bossuet's history, noting that for him Christianity with all its
mystery furnished the clearest, simplest, most reasonable explanation of the
universe and of man (227). Jean Meyer's Bossuet has appeared very recently,
when this thesis was substantially completed.

John McManners' review,

published in the Times Literary Supplement in April, 1994, suggests a wideranging biography that touches on Bossuet's "incomprehension of the
innovative spirituality of Quietism," his "fundamentalist rejection of science and
cosmology", his defense of absolute monarchy.

However, McManners notes

that Myer's new book is based mainly on Bossuet's sermons and that Myer's
interest in Bossuet was piqued by Bossuet's apparently paradoxical character.
He was tireless defender of the Church, writes McManners, and yet he
commited "grievous" wrongs to other Christians.
Spiritualité de Bossuet.

Jacques LeBrun's La

is primarily concerned with Bossuet's theological

writings, and contains only scant mention of his histories, but was nevertheless
a helpful account of Bossuet's theology.
insights follows, in Appendix B.

A more detailed study of LeBrun's
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The forces of literary theory converge to move writers to attempt metatheories uniting

Bossuet's vast works.

Sister Georgiana Terstegge's

Providence as ldée-MaItresse in the Works of Bossuet justifiably takes such a
unified approach; much of her dissertation focuses on Bossuet's literary style
and his choice of themes for sermonizing. Her book is a doctrinal treatment,
along similar lines to Bossuet himself (209) although she does comment
helpfully, if somewhat vaguely, that "Providence is active in arranging for the
remembrance of God"(96).

ThOrèse Goyet's impenetrable French fills two

volumes of L'Humanisme de Bossuet. The first is primarily concerned with the
stylistic evidence of Bossuet's classical influences such as Cicero(1 :46-57,
1:82). The second argues that such formal influences spilled over to guide his
theological principles (1:124, 1:127), even though it might be restrained by the
needs of his ministry (1:82). Further, she argues that Bossuet's notion that God
employed foreign armies to chastise the Hebrews is a humanist one: under his
eyes, she writes, the God of the armies does not perform miracles, but makes
armies perform them (2:258). Journées Bossuet: La predication au XVlle siècle
by Goyet and her colleague Jean-Pierre Collinet ponders such questions as:
can and should politics be the child of faith?

Of course, Bossuet thought so

(19). They argue that for Bossuet, religious unity and respect for the law of the
land are linked

--

that heresy and rebellion go hand in hand (24).

They

compare Bossuet's call to obedience in spiritual things with a similar claim for
the need for submission to asuperior political power(30).
Bossuet et la Bible by Rend de la Broise argues that Bossuet's entire
oeuvre is stamped with the biblical style of language (181). De la Broise goes
so far as to deny the influence of Bossuet's hero, St. Augustine on Bossuet's
Discours.

This work, he argues is inspired, not by The City of God, or the works
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of Pascal, but overwhelmingly by the Bible (183) and we can tell this because it
is biblical in conception, plan and development (187). On the other hand, there
is Theodore Delmont, whose Bossuet et les saints Pères argues the case of the
Patres, and writes that de la Broise exaggerates the biblical influence of
Bossuet's history (318).

He defends Bossuet's exclusion of India and China,

claiming those who criticize it forget what little knowledge of those empires was
available in Bossuet's time (315).
Not surprisingly, the available literature on Voltaire is ample. Much of the
material comes from scholars who see the Enlightenment as a revolution
portending nothing but good.

There is a dearth of useful material on the

relationship between Voltaire's work and that of Bossuet.

Indeed, scholarly

interest in Voltaire tends to the general and literary rather than the historical,
even though the Essai sur les mcieurs

is often named Voltaire's crowning

achievement. 2 In Voltaire and the Century of Light, A. Owen Aldridge claims
that the Essai incorporates "almost every idea Voltaire ever had on civilized
man."(220).

Haydn Mason's book Voltaire notes the Essa! as "the work in

which Voltaire concentrated the essence of his thought" (33).

To Virgil W.

Topazio in Voltaire: A Critical Study of His Major Works the Essai was the first
of a tradition of intellectual history (65) in which the direction of events was
taken from the hands of "mystical, incomprehensible Providence onto the
shoulders of man, by the principle of natural causation" (65). "The question of
the immanence of God is at the heart of one of the most salient controversies of
the 18th century." Thus Jerry L. Curtis in "La Providence: vicissitudes du Dieu
Voltairien," 3 in which he concludes that Voltaire's God is a prime mover, but
say S.G. Tallentyre in The Life of Voltaire p. 291 and Francis Espinasse his The Life of
Voltaire p. 166.
3Studies of Voltaire and the 18th Century. 118 (1974).
23o
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does not interfere with creation (14), indeed, the Voltairean God distances
himself more and more from mankind, until He becomes an invisible, ethereal
power (96).
Most writers are interested in the Essai as an early example of modern
historiography; when they treat it as a critique of traditional history, it is from a
position of sympathy with Voltaire's view of biblical imagery.

Several works

take asimilar approach to that found in Ira 0. Wade's Voltaire and Madame du
Châtelet: An Essay on the Intellectual Activity at Cirey, that is, they rehearse
Voltaire's own criticism of the details of traditional history (49-50 for example.).
In his book Voltaire, the distinguished Voltaire scholar Theodore Besterman
marks it as the first "universal history in which an attempt is made to treat the
development of civilization as awhole" (243). He praises the methology in the
work, saying that Voltaire "never fails to distinguish between facts and their
interpretation." (424).

But René Pomeau, an equally distinguished scholar,

begs to differ in La Religion de Voltaire: "as he never separates the exposé of
facts from the interpretation he gives of them, Voltaire installs fiction at the core
of history" (362).

In Essai sur Voltaire, André Be!lesort agrees, calling the

history the work of a partisan, rather than a historian (205).

John Viscount

Morely's book, Voltaire, agrees that Voltaire's opposition to religion is the
"intellectual element of repugnance to asystem of belief that rested on miracles
and mysteries irreconcilable with reason.

.

."

(216).

He calls Voltaire's deism

"vague" (276). Suzanne Gearhart's foucauldian essay "Rationality and the Text:
A Study of Voltaire's Historiography," 4 informs us that Voltaire has an
intellectual sympathy with "positivist teleology" (23), and agrees that the ultimate
standard of historiography for Voltaire is the vraisemblable (24).
4Studies

on Voltaire and the 18th century, 140 (1975).

Peter Gay's

166
work is Voltaire's Politics: The Poet as Realist and the author praises Voltaire's
Essai in spite of its shortcomings, as "among the first to break from the sectarian
preoccupations of Christian historians and to treat civilizations as units of study,
understanding and appraisal" (110).

Gay is sympathetic, therefore with

Voltaire's view of the Bible as full of absurd details (245), but criticizes Voltaire
for his silence on the civilizing or benign elements of Christianity (248).
Gustave Lanson, in Voltaire
achievement of the Essai

(edited by René Pomeau

)outlines

the

as the replacement of divine prudence with universal

laws (117) and providence with chance (118). He notes that Bossuet's history
was superior in quality to Voltaire's, but that it suffered from the oppressive
weight of dogma on the materials of history, to such an extent that it (Bossuet's
history) had lost its authority for independent minds (122).
behind the Essai

,

The philosophy

according to Lanson, consists of three main ideas: it is the

history of the human spirit and civilizations, rather than kings; it recounts
revolutions of commerce and art, rather than wars and treaties; and it is the
history of the world, not Europe (125).
J.H. Brumfitt

is critical of Voltaire's talents as historian, complaining that

he lacked psychological insight (80) and rendered his history dryer than
necessary, because he rejected description and anecdote as a means of
adding life to it (80). He writes that there is "an impersonal, analytical style in all
Voltaire's history" (81) and that the Essai

in particular is characterized by

"emotional aridity" (82). In the final analysis, Brumfitt notes that Voltaire's great
contribution was in starting a revolution in historical thinking (83) and in causing
history "to be regarded as the equal of the natural sciences" (83).

"Voltaire, Historian," in Voltaire: A Collection of Critical Essays., ed. William F. Bottiglia,
(Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1968).
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Appendix B:

Analysis of Bossuet's Theology

Much of this these deals with the notion of history as based in an
experience of transcendence.

Eric Voegelin

places God at the center of a

meaningful history according to the Christian conception. Moreover, this thesis
has described Bossuet's history as doctrinal and as suffering from tendencies to
literalism, but it must be reiterated that Bossuet deftly avoids theological
mistakes at the doctrinal level.

Bossuet's providence is an elaborate

explanation of the place of God in history.

It might be in order to examine

Bossuet's idea of human experiences of the divine, not only to make clear the
distinction between Bossuet's theological position and that of Voltaire, but also
to distinguish Bossuet's theology from Voegelin's, which places theology in the
light of direct experiences of transcendence.

Now, Bossuet has written

voluminously on the individuals relation and duty to God and the Church.
Secondary sources are especially helpful in the project of clarifying Bossuet's
theology.

In particular, Jacques LeBrun's La SpiritualitO de Bossuet makes

sense of a huge range of theological writings.
Bossuet connects knowledge of the human soul with knowledge of God.
He writes that the soul serves itself best in knowing its author.'

The soul

receives everything from God 2 and without Him, it is a "pur néant" whose only•
merit is its ability to know and love God. 3 Men can know God because the soul
can turn itself toward God. God is always and everywhere invisibly present, so
that the soul always has God in itself. 4 Bossuet's position on the unity of truth
and virtue in history has been argued above.
1Jacques

His view is in sharp contrast to

Benigne Bossuet, Do La Connaissance do Dieu of do soi-mêmo, in Oeuvres
Completes do Bossuet vol. 4, Oeuvres Théologiques (London: Les Prétres de l'immaculée
conception de Saint Dizier, 1862), p. 66.
2jj, p. 69.
31b1d.
4lbid., p. 71
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that of Voltaire.

He writes that truth and goodness are only different terms for

the same thing and the ultimate good is the perfectly loved and well-understood
truth. 5 God is therefore the ultimate good, for He is eternal love and eternal selfunderstanding. 6
Goyet comments on the absence of coldly analytical proofs for the
existence of God in Bossuet's work, saying that he prefers to call on the soul's
experience. 7 She writes that a reason which sees God at the same time as it
carries a moral judgement of value is not "pure reason" but it is a "human
reason." 8 Furthermore, she writes that human consciousness and conscience 9
is surrounded by what she calls a network of light
mathematical or moral

--

--

eternal truths, whether

which has the character of eternity. 10

Jacques Lebrun places Bossuet .in one of two general fields of
understanding spirituality. Whereas some writers see the concrete psychology
of man as primary, and sketch the search for God as an ascending one,
Bossuet's approach is different.
theological.

LeBrun terms Bossuet's spiritualism

He begins with theological principles and descends to find man.

He makes human psychology coincide with supernatural realities. 11

Thus

LeBrun's description gives us a theology quite different, it seems, from
Voegelin's.

The latter describes theology as based in experiece.

evokes theological truths as flowing from human experience;

Voegelin

Balthasar's

treatment sees theological truth and human experience as mutually confirming
5lbid.
7Thérèse

Goyet, L'Humanisme de Bossuet vol. 2, L'humanisme philosophique (Paris: Librairie
C. Klincksieck, 1965), p. 628.
81bid.
9Goyet uses the term "la conscience" which can be translated as consciousness or as
conscience. lbid.,p. 629.
10 1b1d
11 Jacques LeBnjn, La Spiritualité de Bossuet (Paris: Librairie Klincksieck, 1979), p. 93.
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and reinforcing.

It seems that Bossuet sees theological truth, or doctrine, as

prior to human experience.

However, this is not to say that doctrine covers

Christian life entirely. According to LeBrun, Bossuet's God is communicative,
suffering and compassionate (pâtir et compâtir) and although the terms used
are figurative, the communication is real. 12 For Bossuet, God is aliving source;
the history of man, the universe, creation, Incarnation and eschatological
revelation

are

the

history

of

what

Bossuet

calls

God's

"exterior"

communications. 13
For Bossuet, man is understood as the head of creation, mediating God
to it.

It is man who contemplates and unifies the diversity of the world, giving

sense to confusion, and honoring God. 14 This point is made in the Discours
and it represents the claim to universality for Bossuet's history; insofar as man is
a mediator between God and the rest of creation, he is participating in and
unlocking the meaning of, the exterior communications of God.

Bossuet's

notion of the role of order in the world is somewhat similar to Voltaire's: order is
the way in which God communicates to his creatures. 15 As expressed, it seems
that this could mean either that the order reflected in the world shows God, or it
could mean that in mediating and seeking God, man understands the world as
ordered under God. The former is Voltaire's position, the latter is reminiscent of
Voegelin's understanding of the divine as the ground of order.

Bossuet

describes the Word as the source of life, the motor of the universe, present in

P.
P.
P.
15 1b1d., P.

98.
99.
105.
106.
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the order of nature and of grace. 16 Time on earth is a destroyer, for Bossuet,
because le néant (nothingness, or annihilation) is present in it. 17
Bossuet describes the soul's experience of the divine thus:

The soul

performs the intellectual-religious task of esteeming the loved and its
perfections, also estimating itself as acapacitator for loving. The heart, which is•
the depth of the soul, and the central element of the personality, comprehends
those qualities of the soul which are not pure intelligence. 18 The heart wants to
lose itself in Christ, and the soul veers towards beatific visions. 19 There is an
evocation here, in other language, of the soul's exploration of transcendent
reality (Bossuet's soul) and ontological love (Bossuet's heart).
Bossuet is by no means a mystic.

LeBrun writes that Bossuet shows

what constitutes the Christian by interpreting in a purely theological (i.e.
doctrinal) sense the naked sense of faith of the mystics. 2° In supressing
mystical discourse, LeBrun writes that Bossuet sees the submission of reason in.
an act of faith. 21 According to Goyet, in his capacity as preacher, Bossuet spoke
less of seeing the divine than about showing the practical way to salvation. 22
She continues, describing Bossuet's version of the human possession of truth
as a state of obscure clarity.
embarras. 23

There is no truth that we could know without

According to LeBrun, God is present more in Bossuet's

meditations than his preaching. 24 He evokes a God who is alone in greatness,

P. 129.
P. 172.
18 1b1d., p. 209.
19 1b1d.
17 1bid

21 Ibid.
22 Goyet,

L'Humanisme do Bossuet vol. 2, L'humanisme phiosophique, p. 628.
French word embarras can be translated as trouble, confusion, embarassment, or an upset
stomach. Ibid., p. 619.
24 LeBrun, La Spiritualité do Bossuet, p. 95

23The
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who is strange or a stranger, so high above creation that He is in perfect
solitude. 25
According to LeBrun, from the point of view of the divinity, the history of
salvation is centered on the voluntary abaissement

(lowering) of Christ. 26

Bossuet treats this theme, and insists upon it "with warmth."27 But much of this
central theme of history is mysterious, since there is a distinction between the
central mystery and the story itself.

The mysterious represents the profound

reality of the Incarnation, which is Eternal and this mystery is contained in the
pages of scripture. 28 For Bossuet, the story of Jesus in history consists of the
holy humanity that we can apprehend with our imagination, sensibility and
intelligence. 29

Our attention and admiration are attracted by the details of

Jesus' life, especially those of his infancy, and this is the first step toward
adoration. 30

However, LeBrun writes that the exact connection between the

human life of Jesus and, the mystery of Christ is rarely marked by Bossuet. 31
Apparently, one's Christian duty is "imitation, rather than adherence."32 For
Bossuet, it seems that Christian life is less a question of intellectualism than
moralism; Christian life is "inserted" between adoctrine to learn and precepts to
practice. 33

P. 134.
P. 135.
PP. 138-139.
P. 139.
30 1bid., P. 142.
31 1b1d., P. .143.
27 1b1d

32 1bid

P. 144.
P. 147.

