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Rhetoric, Fiction and Theology:
James Ussher and the death of
Jesus Christ

Preaching in Oxford in 1640, James Ussher, Archbishop of Armagh, drew the
attention of his listeners to the dangers of rhetorical language in any discus-
sion of the death of Jesus Christ:

Consider the invaluable price that was paid for thee, and how great he was who paid
it ... It was the second person in the sacred Trinity, he, and no other, that was thus
humbled for thee: he was weary for thee, and reviled for thee, sweated and fainted
for thee, hungered for thee, and was buffeted for thee. It was he, the second person
of the blessed Trinity, in proper speech, without either trope or figure, shed his blood
for thee, died for thee'

In the hermeneutical morass of the mid-seventeenth century, Ussher’s words
issued a timely warning. Developing Aristotle’s Rhetoric, Renaissance
humanists had instructed their readers on the responsible en-coding of per-
suasive powers in literary texts. After the reformation, handbooks of rhetoric
foregrounded the religious possibilities of de-coding the sacred text. The title
page of Henry Peacham’s The Garden of Eloquence (1577) claimed the use-
fulness of its contents for ‘the better understanding of the holy Scriptures’;
the title page of Dudley Fenner’s Artes of Logick and Rhetoricke (1584)
referred to its contents’ ‘opening of certaine parts of Scripture, according to
the same’. But the ‘opening’ of popular Bible reading tended to go further
than the early theologians had preferred. Within Ussher’s puritan tradition,
the annotations of the Geneva Bible established a basic distinction between
the sign and the signified in an effort to erect an interpretive apparatus that
would limit and control the open-ness of the text. The Geneva annotations
referred to such figures of speech as parenthesis, antithesis, synecdoche,
‘metonymia’, hyperbola, enallage, and hypallage — all explained for the ben-
efit of the imagined ‘simple reader’.?

But ‘simple readers’ went beyond the Geneva Bible’s caution. Ussher’s ser-
mon, two generations later, was challenging the exegesis of those theologians
who had come to interpret biblical statements indicating the universality of
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the death of Christ — for the world, for ‘all’, ‘for thee’ — to mean something
other than they initially appeared to mean. What did St Paul mean, in appar-
ently transcending the issue of election, when he stated that ‘God is the Sav-
iour of all men’ (1 Timothy 4:10)? The first page of Fenner’s Artes of Logick
and Rhetoricke explained that the text showed ‘salvation to be the thing
caused by God’, without making any claims for the number of the redeemed.’
What did St John mean when he wrote that Jesus Christ ‘is the propitiation
for our sins: and not for ours only, but also for the sins of the whole world’ (1
John 2:2)? Protestant theologians could answer that question in quite differ-
ent ways. Some ‘soul-torturing’ puritan scholastics with high Calvinist ten-
dencies explained the text by identifying ‘the world” as a sign and referring it
to the elect.* At the opposite end of the theological spectrum, others, increas-
ingly described as Arminians, refused to identify the expression as a
metaphorical sign and argued instead that Christ’s death had placated God’s
wrath against every individual: ‘the world’ really meant ‘the world’. Between
these poles, and often still within the puritan camp, ‘hypothetical universal-
ists” followed Calvin on election and predestination, but, like the Arminians,
insisted that the atonement provided by the death of Christ was universal in
its scope. Their retention of the universality of the death of Christ — ‘for thee’,
in general — recognised that the Biblical language of the passion was ‘proper
speech’ indeed. By contrast, Ussher reflected, high Calvinist theologians, pur-
suing a refined orthodoxy, were systematically misidentifying signifieds as
signs, undermining the plain style, and promoting excessive interpretive open-
ness. In warning against the elaboration of ‘trope or figure’, therefore, his ser-
mon was rooting its discussion of the death of Christ within the wider plain
style and apparent closed-text preferences of the older puritan rhetoricians —
preferences the sermon described as providing for ‘proper speech’ — and was
contrasting those approaches with the inadequate literary methods of the high
Calvinists.’ But the sermon was also actively engaged in the theological con-
test that lay behind the rhetorical struggle, the contest to define the extent and
intent of the atonement. For Ussher, combating the excessive open-ness of
high Calvinist exegesis, orthodoxy was at the mercy of metaphor, and plain
style was the ground of truth.

Paradoxically, however, Ussher seemed to subvert that emphasis in a sub-
sequent sermon, preached in the same series, in which he warned his listen-
ers to ‘believe not the painters’.* His concern was not merely to dispute the
number of nails used in the crucifixion, though that is the local context — his
argument situates his icono-phobia within a larger puritan discourse. In the
Christological theories of the protestant reformation, tangible representa-
tions of Christ’s passion — whether in visual iconography or in the eucharis-
tic host — were rejected as being too closed, never really engaging with the
transcending reality to which the passion narratives pointed. At the heart of
reformation Christology was the ‘extra Calvinisticum’, the maxim finitum
non est capax infiniti: ‘the finite cannot contain the infinite’.” The problem
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with the painters was not just their historical inaccuracy, though that issue
could be raised; their very method of finite representation limited the utility
of their art. Rejecting the twin dangers of open exegesis and closed repre-
sentation, Ussher was arguing that theological veracity required the explo-
ration of textual liminality, an exploration that ‘proper speech’ allowed but
religious art and high Calvinist theology did not. The debate about the atone-
ment was a debate about rhetorical intent and expressive potential. Ussher’s
problem, when it came to biblical interpretation, was that one person’s sign
was another person’s signified.

These concerns drove Ussher to walk the tightrope of puritan poetics.® His
warnings against the misidentification of figurative language in theology and
the excessive closure of the visual arts locate the discrepancy between sign
and signified that drove puritan writers to a shared conclusion. To guard
against the misinterpretation of Scripture and to foster proper meditation
on Christ’s passion, godly readers should negotiate the liminality of texts.
The expansion of popular Bible reading demanded an expansion of popular
interpretive skills.

As the spiritual brotherhood of the elect transformed itself into a rhetorically-
aware textual community, therefore, the leading dogmaticians of the puritan
movement were drawn into sharp debate about the limits and locations of
Biblical tropes. Centred on the hermeneutical and theological spaces afforded
by the passion narratives of the four gospels, their dispute spilled over into
the wider cultural realm. Between 1640, when Ussher’s sermon was
preached, and 1660, when it was first published, the Stuart kingdoms wit-
nessed a series of profound social, civil and ecclesiastical dislocations, many
of which would be defended by hermeneutical arguments extrapolated from
exegeses of the death of Jesus Christ. Rival interpretations of Christ’s passion
fuelled the early divisions between puritans and Laudians within the English
church. Like the struggle to define the meaning of ‘this is my body’ (Luke
22:19) — which, Beza declared, forced a choice between a trope and transub-
stantiation — an attempt to exegete the meaning of Christ’s death lay at the
heart of early modern protestantism.” There the debate was not merely about
rejecting tropes or figures, as Ussher suggested; it was about identifying where
those tropes or figures existed, interpreting their sign status and fitting what
they signified into the contours of one’s wider systematic theology. “Who
could have thought that the death of Christ, which was destined to secure
peace and destroy enmity, as the Apostle speaks (Ephes. ii. 14-17, and Coloss.
i. 20, 21) could have been so fruitful in the production of strife?” wondered
John Davenant, Lady Margaret Professor of Divinity, Bishop of Salisbury and
English delegate to the Synod of Dort. ‘But this seems to arise from the innate
curiosity of men, who are more anxious to scrutinise the secret counsels of
God, than to embrace the benefits openly offered to them.”"® The problem,
nevertheless, went much further than Davenant’s reflection on the dangers of
intellectual pride in the pursuit of salvation. As a number of historians have
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noticed, the implications of the discussions transcended theological refrac-
tion. In this interrogation of the sacred spaces of Scripture, the tropes and
figures whose danger Ussher recognised fomented an ideological struggle,
and the ideological struggle fuelled a revolution. At the heart of the civil wars
lay debates about theology and closure, and at the heart of these debates lay
competing constructions of the death of Jesus Christ.

Calvin and the Calvinists

The centrality of the atonement debate in puritan thought has been widely
recognised in recent critical scholarship. As historians of theology discuss the
seventeenth-century reception of reformation dogmatics, issues surrounding
the extent and the intent of the death of Christ have been regularly high-
lighted as a principal focus of concern. Whatever their other disagreements,
the various schools of thought agree that the locus of the atonement is one
of the most sensitive registers of the evolution of protestant theology in the
early modern period."

There is widespread disagreement, nevertheless, about how that evolution
should be configured. In this debate about ‘Calvin and the Calvinists’, a
number of scholars have posited a radical discontinuity between the initial
construction of Reformed dogmatics in the biblical exegesis of Calvin and
other reformers, and the reception of that body of theology in the writings of
seventeenth-century puritan theologians. This historiographical model argues
that Calvin’s moderation was reified by the development of Protestant scholas-
ticism in the seventeenth century, and that his universal atonement evolved
into a limited atonement as ‘Calvinist’ theology crafted new contours for its
mentor’s thought. Others, following the trend of scholarship that currently
prevails, have recognised the organisational significance of Protestant scholas-
ticism but have emphasised a basic continuity of methods, approaches and con-
clusions across the first century of the early modern pan-Calvinist community.
The ambiguity of these sources offers rich resources for intellectual historians,
and the debate, after decades of heated discussion, shows little sign of slowing
down. Those conclusions that have been reached are at best provisional, for the
evidence is largely ambiguous. It is certainly impossible to trace any straight
line of theological development from Calvin, as originator, to receivers among
his sixteenth-century peers and seventeenth-century ‘Calvinists’. Calvin and his
readers simply do not stand in that kind of relationship. Some of Calvin’s peers
seem more ‘Calvinist’ that he does: Girolama Zanchi, preaching limited atone-
ment as early as 1561, or Theodore Beza, discussing it more clearly in the
1580s."* Throughout the same period, Calvin’s statements on the extent of
the atonement seem ambivalent, even uncertain; at times he presented the
atonement as limited by election, as being only for the elect, and at other times
as unrestricted. In this respect, Calvin’s legacy was ‘inherently unstable’,"* and
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his instability was purposefully echoed in the most symbolically important of
the international Reformed confessions. The Synod of Dort (1618-19), whose
canons defined the boundaries of subsequent Calvinistic orthodoxy, was
extremely reluctant to move beyond the medieval compromise, first coined in
Peter Lombard’s Sentences, that Christ’s death was ‘sufficient for all, efficient
for the elect’.” As the international Reformed movement struggled to maintain
its unity in the face of multiple threats, it found something very useful in con-
fessional ambiguity.

This ambiguity has provided as many frustrations as opportunities for
historians. Despite a great deal of scholarly industry, the conflict between
these competing historical paradigms shows little sign of ending. There are
several reasons for this. The focus of much of the research has been too
narrow. In the texts that it privileges, the debate has concentrated upon offi-
cial theological works, and has neglected the reception of dogma in the
pews.' In its geography, much of the research has concentrated on English
and Scottish contexts, neglecting the puritan cultures of the wider Atlantic
archipelago and their intellectual exchanges with European protestant
thinkers."” These factors, as well as the relative brevity of Irish reformation
scholarship, have ensured that that the relationships between Calvin, Calvin-
ists and Irish theologians have been largely unexamined.

This lack of evidence is particularly obvious in assessments of the intellec-
tual life of the Irish reformation. For various reasons, the protestant refor-
mation in Ireland failed to produce a volume of literature comparable to that
which emerged in Scotland or England.* In terms of chronology and market,
the Irish protestant reformation began later and continued with much less
popular appeal than it did in England or Scotland.” Protestant publication
was challenged by the material needs of printers.” Ideas of religious change
were conflated with a local — perhaps characteristically late — expression of
the European renaissance.” In the confessionalisation of the late sixteenth
and early seventeenth centuries, therefore, movements which elsewhere
evolved over long periods of time and in various locations were, in Ireland,
chronologically and geographically compressed; quite disparate shades of
religious and cultural opinion existed simultaneously within the confines of
the same church. It is this that makes the method and contents of the Irish
Articles (1615) so surprising, anticipating, as they do, the distinctive features
that would shape Reformed scholasticism in the later seventeenth century.
But the consequence of this compression of ideological plurality is that Irish
reformation theology hardly lends itself to the extended developmental
model that both sides in the ‘Calvin and the Calvinists’ debate require.
Within the terms of this debate, therefore, any assessment of Irish protestant
intellectual life requires patient qualification. Despite the brevity of back-
ground context, both sides in the debate have appealed to the opinions of the
greatest of Ireland’s reformation churchmen, ‘perhaps the leading British
biblical scholar of the time’, Archbishop James Ussher (1581-1656).
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Ussher and the Calvinists

Ussher had been Archbishop of Armagh for fifteen years before his 1640
sermon on the death of Jesus Christ. His accession had been the auspicious
climax to his rapid advancement through the church’s hierarchy. He had
begun with the best connections: he was born into one of Dublin’s leading
families, and two of his uncles had been Archbishops of Armagh.* Ussher
had been one of the first graduates of the new Trinity College in Dublin,
beginning his studies in 1593, one year after its opening. There he imbibed
the heady puritan atmosphere that had been fostered by his former school
teachers, the Scottish Calvinistic exiles James Fullerton and James Hamilton,
and the English Presbyterians Walter Travers and Humphrey Fenn.** Ussher
graduated BA in 1598, MA in 1601, and began his teaching career at the
college. In 1607, he gained his BD and was appointed to a professorship in
divinity, gaining a DD in 1613 and a promotion to the Vice-Chancellorship
one year later. In 1621 he was made Bishop of Meath, a member of the Irish
Privy Council in 1623, and, two years later, was appointed to Armagh.*
He had assumed the leadership of the Irish church during one of its most
difficult periods.

The Irish reformed church maintained an ambivalent and ambiguous posi-
tion in the island’s civil and political life. As the church ‘by law established’,
it retained the economic and coercive assistance of civil government while
commanding the allegiance of a tiny minority of the island’s population.
In the north, nominal adherence to the church disguised the massive local
nonconformity of those emigrant ministers and congregations whose most
basic loyalty was to Scottish Presbyterianism. Throughout the rest of the
island, the process of counter-reformation was educating nominal Catholics
into the basics of the Tridentine system.? In the early 1600s, a series of new
colleges on the Continent were offering superior training to Irish Catholic
ordinands, and missionary clergy were working towards a shadow hierarchy
in every Irish diocese.”” Only in the Pale did the established church receive
much popular support.*

Ussher’s difficulty, as head of this church, was in exploiting the Catholic
threat to weld together the disparate loyalties of Ireland’s protestants. In
1625, in his new appointment to Armagh, he was no stranger to this chal-
lenge. While teaching at Trinity, Ussher had exercised profound influence
upon the composition of the confession of faith drawn up during the first
post-Reformation convocation of the Irish church (1613-15).” These Irish
Articles attempted to define a body of doctrine that would be received by the
whole church.’® Avoiding the difficulties of liturgical union — where the Irish
bishops initially turned a blind eye to the nonconformity of the immigrant
Scots — the Irish Articles aimed to achieve some semblance of doctrinal agree-
ment.’! At the very least, if they did not guarantee widespread solidarity, they
did define a body of doctrine which could not legally be contradicted in Irish
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protestant pulpits. It was not to be expected that every Irish churchman
would identify with every detail of the creed. In keeping with their mentor,
the Irish Articles were recognisably ‘puritan’, and the most vigorously
Calvinistic of the Reformation confessions. Attracting criticism for their
‘strict austerity’, they articulated a synopsis of the emerging covenant theol-
ogy and included the first creedal statement incorporating the reformation
maxim that the Pope was the ‘man of sin’.** But it would be a mistake, in
recognising this bias, to understand the Articles, or the theologians behind
them, as necessarily advocating a scholastic approach to high Calvinist the-
ology. On a number of central issues, including that of the death of Christ,
their studied ambiguities sustained a range of interpretations.® The Articles
moderated the doctrine of the atonement in a catena of allusions to Scripture
and the ancient ecumenical creeds (Article 30): Christ ‘came as a Lambe
without spott, to take away the sins of the world, by the sacrifice of himselfe
... to reconcile his Father unto us, and to be a sacrifice not onely for origi-
nall guilt, but also for all our actuall transgressions.”*

This is a purposeful statement, but the clarity of its expression is somewhat
misleading. The allusions embedded into the statement rob it of much of its
explanatory value. Article 30 is less a definite statement of definitive faith than
a negotiated centre, a site of theological compromise. Because the allusions
are lifted directly from those passages of Scripture whose meaning the atone-
ment debate controverted, they invite rather than provide interpretation, and
seem to suggest the calculated denial of the ‘proper speech’ for which Ussher’s
sermon would later appeal. The necessity of achieving puritan unity made
necessary the construction of creedal ambiguity, and creedal ambiguity could
not but defer textual closure. The Articles appeared to function as a signified,
but, instead, illuminated their status as a sign.

There was, of course, significant value in such ambiguity. The Articles’ care-
fully-worded statements were deliberately designed to achieve puritan con-
sensus throughout Ireland and beyond. An edition published by Thomas
Downes in London in 1629 was deliberately marketed to appeal to English
puritan readers. Its preface advertised its puritan credentials: ‘In these Arti-
cles are comprehended, almost word for word, the nine Articles agreed on at
Lambeth the 20th of November Anno 15935. This marke [a pointing hand] in
the Margent points at each of them and their number.”> The Lambeth Arti-
cles had been proposed by Archbishop Whitgift as a basis for the puritan
reform of the Church of England, but had merited the disapproval of Eliza-
beth and had been rejected by James L. In the 1620s, the Irish Articles’ restate-
ment of these earlier English puritan concerns addressed a new context of
ecclesiastical and political discontent. This attempt to achieve a pan-puritan
consensus was made all the more urgent by the ‘rise of the Arminians’
throughout the 1620s and 1630s. Although much debated by historians,
many contemporary observers believed that a changing theological atmos-
phere at court was being signalled by restrictions on the public discussion of
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distinctly Calvinistic doctrines and the simultaneous promotion of Arminian
churchmen on both sides of the Irish Sea.’* As a leader of the Irish church,
Ussher firmly resisted this trend, believing that it would subvert the Reformed
basis of his church: ‘let not every wanton wit be permitted to bring what fan-
cies he list into the pulpit, and to disturb things that have been well ordered’.”
For Ussher, Arminianism presented a dangerous threat to Ireland’s carefully-
balanced protestant establishment. The threat was made all the more serious
by the fact that it was occurring at the same time as the Irish reformation vis-
ibly failed and Irish Catholics were appearing to be offered toleration.*

The political momentum of the late 1620s and the consequent struggle for
control of the Irish establishment drove Ussher into determined, if cautious,
opposition. As the theological preferences of the court moved further from
its inherited reformation tradition, Ussher was compelled to negotiate
between his concern for orthodoxy and his concern to maintain influence at
court. The subtext to his correspondence during this period is clear: the only
way the Arminian assault on the Church of Ireland could be stopped was by
his influencing the court whose collective ear they had captured. Biting the
bullet, Ussher was compelled to moderate his public stance on Calvinism —
and on other issues, such as millennial eschatology — to maintain his influence
with the king.* This called for a complex series of manoeuvres. In 1620, for
example, a number of individuals, motivated by ‘Envy and Detraction’, ‘tra-
duced’ Ussher to the King. Accusing him of being a ‘Puritan’, they were
attempting to ‘lay a block in the way of his future Preferment’. Richard Parr,
Ussher’s seventeenth-century biographer, recorded that Ussher travelled to
London to clear himself of the charge.* Substantially, the charge was true,
but Ussher could never admit that to the King, and he was appointed as
Bishop in the subsequent year. After 1620, the colonial situation of the Irish
Reformed church required Ussher to appear to compromise in England - to
temper his public statements and underplay the significance of his opinions
— in order to maintain his situation in Ireland and thus prevent compromise
at home. To maintain his own position, and thus to support the puritan-
inflected independence of the Irish church, Ussher had to avoid describing
his church and himself as they really were.

The complexity of this colonial and political context therefore requires
recognition that changes in the presentation of Ussher’s theology — or even
his retraction of earlier opinions — need not indicate any change in his basic
commitments. Consideration of the mechanics of private or public circula-
tion, the time and place of publication, as well as the literary complexities of
authorial voice and implied readership, are foundational to the responsible
exegesis of Ussher’s description of his theology.* This fact has not always
been recognised in Ussher scholarship or in the scholarship surrounding the
‘Calvin and the Calvinists’ debate. There Ussher’s statements have been cited
as evidence both for and against the claim that a radical discontinuity sepa-
rates sixteenth- from seventeenth-century protestant theology.
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Ussher and the atonement

The debate about Ussher’s view of the atonement — and the struggle to appro-
priate or dismantle his reputation — escalated shortly after his death. In 1658,
Peter Heylin published Respondet Petrus to argue, among other things, that
Ussher lacked the theological credentials of a faithful Anglican leader. Citing
a range of liturgical texts, Heylin argued that the Church of England had
endorsed a theology of general redemption, and accused Ussher of being
unfaithful to the opinions of the Church in narrowing the range of the atone-
ment to the elect. The significance of the debate appeared undiminished
almost thirty years later, when, in an appendix to his 1686 biography, Parr
defended Ussher from all charges of moving from the Anglican centre.* Parr’s
response was a sympathetic exegesis of Ussher’s opinions on the subject, but
a response that turned Ussher’s language into a play of signs. He claimed that
Ussher’s statements as to the effect of the atonement were, for example,

not general, but limited Propositions: since by reconciling his Father to us, can be
understood no further than to us that are not Reprobates (every Man supposing
himself not to be of that number); and in this sense the Lord Primat himself makes
use of the words we and us in his Body of Divinity, when he speaks of Justification
and Reconciliation by Faith, tho he there supposes that all Men are not actually
justified, nor reconciled to God by Christ’s Sufferings.*

Parr did not lack his own ecclesiastical axes to grind; but the passage of time
between Heylin’s initial challenge and Parr’s eventual reply indicates the
extended significance of the struggle to appropriate Ussher’s legacy. Parr’s
arguments illustrate the manner in which the debate about the atonement —
even the debate about Ussher’s view of the atonement — demanded a degree
of rhetorical sophistication, if not actual sophistry.

The debate has continued ever since. In the early nineteenth century,
Thomas Chalmers, professor of divinity at the University of Edinburgh,
argued that Ussher’s views did not develop, and that he always adhered to lim-
ited atonement. Chalmers read Ussher’s letters on the subject to his class and
‘strongly recommended’ them to the attention of his students. The letters
were subsequently reprinted in pamphlet form in 1831.* Charles Elrington,
Ussher’s nineteenth-century biographer, editor, and successor as professor of
theology in Dublin, was a high-church Anglican who was keen to appropriate
the reputation of his most distinguished Archbishop to further his own eccle-
siastical cause.” He argued that, ‘in the earlier part of his life’, Ussher ‘had
held rigidly the opinions of Calvin’, but later in life developed wider hopes for
the benefits of Christ’s passion.* Alexander Mitchell and John Struthers, on
the other hand, argued that Ussher always adhered to a universal atonement.
They interpreted Ussher’s published statements through the mists of an oral
tradition. Citing interviews that Ussher gave with Richard Baxter and Henry
Hammond shortly before his death, they concluded that a basic hypothetical
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universalism informed his entire theological system, and that his later opin-
ions will be found to be as nearly as possible identical with his earlier.”*” The
debate has continued in such recent works as G. M. Thomas’s The Extent of
the Atonement (1997), which argues in favour of Ussher’s hypothetical uni-
versalism, and Carl R. Trueman’s The Claims of Truth: John Owen’s Trinitar-
ian Theology (1998), which argues that the Irish Articles (as well as the canons
of the Synod of Dort and the Westminster Confession) ‘fundamentally agree’
with limited atonement.* The argument is complex and the evidence is
sparse; the fact that Chalmers, Elrington, Mitchell, Struthers and more mod-
ern historians all cite the same evidence to reach contradictory conclusions
demonstrates the nature of the debate.

Despite these shifting conclusions, scholars since the seventeenth century
have regularly described Ussher’s theology as basically ‘conservative’ and
‘Reformed’. In his own day, he was widely regarded as a champion of puritan
integrity and moderation. Richard Baxter hailed the ‘great name of that Rev-
erend, Learned, Famous, Solid, Pious Divine’, held Ussher in higher regard
than he did any other of his contemporaries, and had ‘unbounded’ respect,
even ‘reverence’, for his mentor.* Other historians have made the more gen-
eral claim that ‘there was no theologian for whom the English Puritans had a
higher regard’ than for Ussher.*

This is certainly the conclusion to which his career successes point. In
1641, Ussher, along with a small number of other doctrinally conservative
churchmen, served on a House of Lords committee that discussed the recov-
ery of the English church from Laudian innovation. Their suggested revisions
certainly engaged with Arminian advances; among a range of other mea-
sures, the committee sought to downplay the figurative status of the ‘trope
or transubstantiation’ dilemma by resolving to reform the Prayer Book so
that ‘these words in the forme of the Consecration, This is my body, this is
my bloud of the New Testament, [should not] be printed hereafter in great
Letters.”' The rhetorical significance of the sacrament might never have been
so easily evaded.

The relative failure of this project was indicated two years later, when
Ussher was nominated onto another committee, this time comprising ten
bishops and twenty peers, to advise the House of Lords on the conservative
reformation of the establishment. The delegates — who included John
Prideaux (later Bishop of Worcester), John Hacket (later Bishop of Lichfield)
and Samuel Ward (Lady Margaret Professor of Divinity at Cambridge), all of
whom had served with Ussher on the earlier committee, and Samuel Twisse
(first Prolocutor of the Westminster Assembly), who had not — met for six
days in May 1643 in the Jerusalem Chamber of Westminster Abbey. Their
attempt to anticipate the conclusions of the more radical puritans and to pre-
serve a link with the Anglican past also failed, without concluding anything.*

Meanwhile, parliamentary proposals for more radical reform gained cur-
rency, and Ussher, whose reputation was appreciated by the radicals, was
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invited with a number of the committee’s other delegates to attend the West-
minster Assembly.”® Charles, however, had forbidden the Assembly, and
Ussher’s adherence to his theory of the ‘godly prince’ required him to respect
the monarch’s wishes. Although Ussher turned down the invitation of 1643,
he was reappointed to the Assembly upon his return to London in 1647, when
he was made preacher of Lincoln’s Inn.* It is certain that he never attended
the Assembly, and possible that he preached against it in several sermons
in Oxford, but his influence prevailed there nevertheless.”> A. A. Hodge,
nineteenth-century professor of theology at Princeton Seminary, believed that
A Body of Divinitie (1645), which circulated among the Westminster divines,
‘had more to do in forming the Catechism and Confession of Faith than any
other book in the world’.** His claim should be qualified by the fact that A
Body of Divinitie was not published until two years after the Assembly had
convened and by the fact that Ussher initially denied any responsibility for its
contents.”” With greater plausibility, Mitchell and Struthers traced the ‘main
source’ of the Westminster Confession to the Irish Articles, which they
regarded as ‘almost its exact prototype in its statement of all the more impor-
tant and essential doctrines of Christianity’.”® In whatever form it was best
represented, therefore, these competing parties agree that Ussher’s theology
was at the heart of the evolution of the puritan tradition.

But this conclusion — because it highlights the inter-textual development of
early modern theological reflection — tells us less than we might expect. The
meaning of the landmark texts that might evidence continuity or discontinu-
ity between Calvin and his seventeenth-century successors are, as we have
noted, debated. Since its first publication in 1647, scholars have disputed the
extent to which the Westminster Confession actually deserves its reputation as
the definitive statement of scholastic Calvinism. It was often argued that the
Westminster Confession, like the earlier canons of the Synod of Dort, was
deliberately framed so as not to exclude those milder Calvinists who main-
tained a commitment to hypothetical universalism. As in the Irish Articles, the
drive for compromise was making a sign of the Westminster formulations,
couching statements in Biblical language that invited, rather than provided,
interpretation. The necessity of achieving puritan unity highlighted the neces-
sity of limited creedal ambiguity, and creedal ambiguity deferred the closure of
the confessional text. The puritan confessions did not always sustain a single
reading of their theological contents. The ostensible goal of the confessional
project — the definition and defence of an ultimate orthodoxy — was always at
odds with the ecumenical ambitions of the theologians who pursued it.

Whatever the limits of the confessional tradition, Ussher was certainly
aware of the importance of articulating the atonement with greater clarity in
his personal papers and correspondence. There creedal ‘sign’ appeared to give
way to the private articulation of the theological ‘signified’, and Ussher’s
hypothetical universalism clearly appears.”” The Method of the Doctrine of
Christian Religion and The Principles of Christian Religion were, for example,
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two catechisms that Ussher had drawn up for private use ‘about the age of two
or three and twenty years’, but which were pirated (like A Body of Divinitie)
and later published with the author’s revisions in 1654.% If we take their
revised text as an indication of Ussher’s convictions at the time of their com-
position, then Ussher’s commitment to hypothetical universalism can be dated
to as early as 1602. In these catechisms, Ussher imagines that Christ’s obedi-
ence and suffering were ‘of infinite worth and value, as proceeding from such
a person, as was God equal to the Father’, and that his death provided ‘a
perfect sacrifice for the sins of the world’.*!

This early commitment to hypothetical universalism would be confirmed
by the dating of Ussher’s first meeting with John Davenant, in 1609.%2 Ussher
claimed that he had persuaded Davenant of hypothetical universalism, and
this persuasion must have been effective before Davenant defended the the-
sis at the Synod of Dort (1618-19).® Davenant went on to become one of the
best-known advocates of the idea, and Ussher certainly looked to him as a
spokesman for the movement. In letters to Samuel Ward, Davenant’s succes-
sor as Lady Margaret Professor of Divinity at Cambridge,* Ussher presented
Davenant’s discourses on the subject as the epitome of Biblical expression:
‘For the Arminian questions, I desire never to read any more than my lord of
Salisbury’s lectures touching predestination and Christ’s death’,% he stated.
‘They are excellent, learnedly, soundly, and perspicuously performed, and I
hope will do much good here for the establishing of our young divines in the
present truth.’®® Four years later, his enthusiasm was undiminished: ‘I have
met with none that hath treated of those points with that perspicuity and
judgement which he hath done.’” Fulsome in his praise, Ussher was actively
involved in marketing his colleague’s reputation, and would be responsible
for the posthumous publication of Davenant’s manuscript notes on the ques-
tion, Dissertationes duce prima de morte Christi, quatenus ad omnes exten-
datur, quatenus ad solos electos restringatur: altera de preedestinatione &
reprobatione (Cambridge, 1650).%

Ussher’s enthusiasm to see the publication of Davenant’s work seems
inversely proportional to the reluctance with which he appeared to present
A Body of Divinitie to the public. The text was a compendium of systematic
theology that had been published under Ussher’s name, but without his con-
sent, in 1645.% Like the Method and Principle, Ussher had prepared the text
for private use. Although, Parr claims, A Body of Divinitie ‘was not intended
by him to be published, being only some Collections of his, out of several
modern Authors, for his own private use, when he was a young man’,” this
systemisation of early puritan thought represented a significant advance in
the development of the British and Irish dogmatic tradition. But it also
offered a significant glimpse into Ussher’s theological formation. John Dow-
name, who edited and introduced the text, claimed that it represented a col-
lation of ideas from Ussher’s reading in the mid-1610s, ‘above thirty yeares’
earlier.” The title page claimed that the ideas, ‘collected long since out of
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sundry Authors’, bore the stamp of Ussher’s having ‘reduced’ them ‘to one
common method’.” Ussher wrote to Downame to downplay the significance
of the organisation — A Body was no more than ‘a kinde of common place
book’” — but Downame’s claim that the manuscript can be dated to the mid-
1610s reinforces Davenant’s statement that Ussher was reflecting on hypo-
thetical universalism before the Synod of Dort.

There is no doubt that A Body of Divinitie emphasised the particular
aspects of the atonement. Christ was anointed Prophet, it claimed, ‘to teach
his church’; and King ‘to rule and govern his church’. Christ was anointed
Priest, it claimed, ‘to offer sacrifice for his church, and to reconcile us to
God’.* In a statement that seems to echo the high Calvinist exegesis by which
Ussher’s 1640 sermon was concerned, A Body stated that Christ’s sufferings
‘hath satisfyed for the sines of the whole world of his elect’.” But these hints
of particularity give way to universality in the discussion of the atonement:
Christ’s priesthood ‘appeaseth and reconcileth God to his elect’ by working
‘the means of salvation in the behalf of mankind’.” Christ paid our debt and
satisfied God’s justice ‘by a price of infinite value, (1 Tim 2. 6.)’.” Anticipat-
ing the conclusions of Ussher’s later writing on the subject, A Body argued
that the infinite nature of Christ’s death was not grounded in a mathemati-
cally-conceived substitution, but in the reality of the incarnation: ‘Because
the Manhood being joined to the Godhead, it maketh the passion and right-
eousnesse of Christ of infinite merit.””® The reality of the incarnation also
made Christ’s passion possess the value of infinite length. The limited time
of Christ’s suffering is equivalent to an eternity of punishment because

in regard of the worthiness of the person who suffered them, they were equivalent
to everlasting torments. Forasmuch as not a bare man, nor an Angell did suffer
them, but the Eternall Son of God; (though not in his Godhead, but in our nature
which he assumed:) his Person, Majesty, Deity, Goodness, Justice, Righteousness,
being every way infinite and eternall, made that which he suffered, of no less force
and value then eternall torments upon others; yea, even upon all the world
besides.”

The time of his sufferings, A Body argues, was ‘of more value (for the wor-
thiness of his person) then if all the men in the world had suffered for ever
and ever’.® Thus, playing with ideas of closure in the nature, redemptive
extent and duration of Christ’s passion, A Body was balancing the limited and
universal aspects of the atonement by arguing that Christ’s death made “Sat-
isfaction for the sin of man’ in general, and a “full satisfaction for all our sins’
in particular.® Without using the terminology, Ussher’s notes were following
the medieval consensus that Christ’s death was ‘sufficient for all, efficient for
the elect’. But Parr had still thought to defend the text’s statements as in
themselves insufficiently perspicuous.

The text that was to pick up on these earlier reflections circulated in
manuscript long before its eventual publication, two years after Ussher’s
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death.®> On 3 March 1617, still before the Synod of Dort, Ussher wrote a
letter, his clearest discussion of the problem, which was eventually published
as The Judgement of the Later Archbishop of Armagh, and Primate of Ireland,
of the True Intent and Extent of Christ’s Death and Satisfaction upon the
Cross (1658).% In this letter, Ussher emphatically distanced his own position
from any reductionistic categorisation of ‘Calvinism’ or ‘Arminianism’: ‘in
the two extremities of opinions held in this matter, there is somewhat true,
and somewhat false’.** His discussion of the death of Christ concluded on a
similarly equivocal note: ‘in one respect he may be said to have died for all,
and in another respect not to have died for all’.* But behind the apparent
ambivalence of this hypothetical universalism was an attempt to repudiate
the ‘unavoidable absurdities’ of each extreme and to appropriate the best
from each side of the discussion.*® For Ussher, the effort to define the mean-
ing of the death of Christ was really an attempt to control the language
describing it.

But Ussher’s writing was carefully balanced. The problem with Arminian-
ism, he believed, was its lack of closure — it ‘extends the benefits of Christ’s
satisfaction too far’. Teaching the actuality of the reconciliation achieved by
Christ’s death, that forgiveness has already been granted, Arminianism
emphasised that it was the recipient’s response that determined whether or
not salvation would be applied: ‘the reason why all men do not reap the fruit
of this benefit, is the want of faith whereby they ought to have believed, that
God in this sort did love them’.*” Ussher’s problem with the ‘other extrem-
ity’, alternatively, was excessive closure — high Calvinism confused the Bibli-
cal discussion of the death of Christ by introducing into evangelism the
limitations of election, and implying that ‘none had any kind of interest
therein, but such as were elected before the foundation of the world’. Ussher
argued instead that the gospel message of the death of Christ emphasised a
universality that references to election unhelpfully narrowed.*® The errors
were polar opposites, but at the heart of both extremes Ussher found the
same basic difficulty — a failure to properly negotiate textual closure, a fail-
ure to distinguish between the accomplishment of the death of Christ, and its
application to the individual. The Arminian atonement may have advanced
on the principles of ‘proper speech’, but it had clearly gone too far. In the
currency of medieval terminology, Ussher was complaining, both high
Calvinism and Arminianism failed to distinguish between the sufficiency and
the efficiency of the atonement.”

In protestant theology, this distinction was vital. Ussher believed that the
death of Christ, objectively considered, does not generate forgiveness; it only
makes ‘the sins of mankind’ forgive-able, ‘fit for pardon’.” He argued that
Christ’s all-sufficient objective work must be subjectively applied to the soul
in order for salvation to become effective, and that it is this ‘particular appli-
cation’ of the atonement that brings pardon to the sinner.”' Forgiveness,
therefore, is granted in existential time, in the life of the believer, rather than
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objectively, in (and at the time of) the death of Jesus Christ. In evacuating the
accomplishment of salvation from the historic death of Christ, the atone-
ment has become, in Ussher’s thinking, only a sign pointing to its signified,
the salvation wrought by the existential application of the death of Jesus
Christ in the life of the believer. The irony of Ussher’s position was that his
search for ‘proper speech’ to describe Christ’s passion — a speech devoid of
tropes or figures — had turned the passion itself into a sign.

Paradoxically, Ussher appropriated another medieval distinction —
between mortal and venial sin — to clarify his understanding of the effects of
the atonement. In his use of these terms, however, Ussher undermined their
traditional distinction by referring both terms to the entirety of sin. All sins,
Ussher claimed, are both mortal and venial. The fact that Christ died demon-
strates that sin is mortal, for it requires death and eternal damnation.” But
the death of Christ has made all sin venial — though ‘all do not obtain actual
remission, because most offenders do not take out, nor plead their pardon as
they ought to do’.”® Ironically, while Ussher criticised Roman Catholics for
blurring theological debate by their changing theological definitions, he was
prepared to adopt their terminology and adapt its traditional use for his own
ends.” Words, as signs, could be applied to new signifieds.

For Ussher, this offer of pardon was to be proclaimed in the signified, the
‘proper speech’ of the preached Word, and dramatised in the sign of the
sacraments. Because preaching is necessary for salvation, Ussher presented a
high view of the preaching office.” Its purpose is to emphasise the freeness
of the offer of pardon: “The matter of our redemption purchased by our Sav-
iour Christ lieth open to all, all are invited to it, none that hath a mind to
accept of it, is excluded from it’.*s Playing on the shared etymology of ‘mys-
tery’ and ‘sacrament’, Ussher understood that offer as dramatised in the
sacraments: in ‘the mystery of the Gospel’, Christ offers himself to us.”
Ussher grounded the transitive status of the sacraments, guarding against
notions of transubstantiation that would undermine the protestant distinc-
tion between the sign and signified of the eucharist: ‘these elements are
changed spiritually in their natures; not in substance, but in use’.”® Thus the
sacraments represent Christ offered ¢o us and for us: ‘what we have heard
with our ears, we may see with our eyes, being represented by signs’.”” The
problem with signs, however, was that they faced Ussher with all the diffi-
culties of the tropological discourse he was trying to avoid. As signs, the
sacraments require narrative discourse for their interpretation; their rela-
tionship is ultimately with language. Nevertheless, the transitive definitions
of Ussher’s ‘mortal’/’venial’ argument and the full range of his writing about
the atonement had already signalled that Ussher’s own language, with its
changing signifieds, itself possessed the status of a sign.

Ussher argued that preaching is necessary in any administration of the sacra-
ments if they are to be received with understanding, and, therefore, with profit.
The signs of the sacraments require the knowledge that preaching provides:
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If thou knowest not what the signs are, or the relation of them to the thing signi-
fied, hast no insight, or understanding of the mysteries: know that it is to no other
purpose to thee to come to the sacrament, than if thou wentest to a mass, to see
the gesticulations, elevations, or if thou wentest to see a play, not knowing to what
end and purpose it was done.'”

But Ussher’s oppositions between protestant sacrament, mass and drama con-
textualise his theology within a larger frame of reference. If the abuse of the
eucharist turns it into an incomprehensible play, Ussher’s argument equates
the sign status of misunderstood sacrament and the language of misunderstood
performance. The sign is of no benefit without its explanation, but when
linguistic explanation is itself couched in the possibility of sign status, both the
sacraments and the sermons or confessional statements that describe them
exist as the ‘tropes or figures’ that Ussher is required to remove. Theology, of
whatever stripe, becomes the antithesis of ‘proper speech’. Rhetoric reduces
theology to fiction.

Ussher, the atonement and puritan debate

Ussher’s discussion of the atonement was comprehensive, but its reception
demonstrated unease on the part of many puritan readers. Ussher was sur-
prised that his letter had been circulated without his permission, and con-
fessed astonishment at the range of criticisms his opinions had attracted.'
One ‘Mr. Stock’,'? possibly Richard Stock (1569?-1626), the puritan rector
of All Hallows, Bread Street, London, used the material to publicly charge
Ussher with confusing the theological status of the Biblical ‘all’ by making
‘the universality of all the elect, and all men to be one’.'"* Stock was a strict
Calvinist, and if he had made the charge, it was most likely on the basis of a
refusal to separate the object of the atonement from the object of election, a
strategy that took the ‘hypothetical’ out of hypothetical universalism, and
stripped the divine decrees of any discriminating purpose: he was charging
Ussher with believing that Christ died for all of humanity, and therefore all of
humanity were elect. Stock’s charge was eccentric, but serious enough to be
of concern. Neither was he a lone critic. As others began charging Ussher with
‘Papism, Arminianism and I know not what error of Mr. Culverwell’s’,'** he
prepared a second response in his own defence.'*

In this second statement, An Answer of the Archbishop of Armagh, to some
exceptions taken against his former letter, Ussher repudiated the charge of
incipient Catholicism on the grounds that he refused to add any mediation
to the mediation of Christ."” He rejected the charge of Arminianism not on
its view of the extent of the atonement but rather on its view of its efficiency,
on the basis that it depicted God universally offering everything necessary to
salvation, both ‘sufficiently and effectually . . . and, that it resteth on the free
will of every one to receive, or reject the same’.'” Instead, defending the
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traditional Lombardian formula of ‘sufficient for all, efficient for the elect’,
Ussher resorted to analogical arguments: “To bring news to a bankrupt that
the king of Spain hath treasure enough to pay a thousand times more than he
owes, may be true, but yields but cold comfort to him the miserable debtor:
sufficiency indeed is requisite, but it is the word of promise that gives com-
fort.”'* Having distanced himself from the errors with which he was charged,
Ussher addressed the real issue identified by his detractors. The debate about
the atonement was really a struggle to define the place of closure in the gospel
narratives and theological discourse describing and explaining the death of
Jesus Christ.

Ussher began his argument by outlining the soteriological relationship
between time and eternity. In eternity, he argued, the purpose of election
began in the mind of God. In and of itself, the decree to elect makes ‘no kind
of alteration’ in its subject, nor does the historical accomplishment of the
decree in the historic work of Christ. The benefits of salvation are applied
only in the execution of that decree in time, through the spiritual regenera-
tion of each one of its subjects and the ‘effectual calling’ of those of the elect
who ‘have the use of reason’.!” Justification therefore does not occur in eter-
nity, nor at the cross, but at conversion: ‘St. Paul teacheth us that we be not
only justifiable, but “justified by his blood”, yet not simply as offered on
the cross, but “through faith in his blood”, that is, through his blood applied
by faith.”!®

This separation of the application of the atonement from the accomplish-
ment of the atonement allows Ussher to escape the Calvinist-Arminian
debate by rendering irrelevant the question of identifying those for whom
Christ died. Within his terms of reference, there could be no actual mathe-
matical substitution in the atonement — Jesus Christ should not be thought of
as actually taking the place of a defined number of individuals, whether they
are understood as the elect or all of humanity. Instead, Ussher drew attention
from the represented to their representative. Christ’s atonement was univer-
sal, not because he represented all of humanity, but, picking up on the argu-
ment of A Body of Divinitie, because of the reality of the incarnation. His
death involved his divine nature, and a finite atonement could not be accom-
plished by incarnate God. As the Principles of Christian Religion put it, Christ
had to be God ‘that his obedience and suffering might be of infinite worth
and value, as proceeding from such a person, as was God equal to the
Father’.""" Reflecting on the atonement, Ussher discovered that Christology
was the answer to high Calvinism.

Identifying the core of the gospel call (somewhat problematically) as an
invitation to believe that Christ died for the individual who hears the call,
Ussher argued for the futility of inviting the reprobate to believe an untruth.
This, he argues, is the ‘extreme absurdity’ of the typical high Calvinist syllo-
gism: ‘seeing Christ in no wise died for any, but for the elect, and all men were
bound to believe that Christ died for themselves, and that upon pain of
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damnation for the contrary infidelity; therefore all men were bound to
believe that they themselves were elected, although in truth the matter were
nothing so’."2 The implication of Ussher’s thought, though he does not put it
quite so succinctly, is that Christ was not an actual substitute for any in his
death, but that he becomes a substitute for any given individual at the
moment of their conversion. The paradox of Ussher’s later appeal for ‘proper
speech’ in discussing the atonement is that the theo-logic of his writings in the
1610s was driving him to suggest that Christ’s death, like the language
describing it, was itself only a sign — and that the existential application of his
death was its signified. Christ’s death was a ‘trope or figure’ of salvation.

Rhetoric, fiction and theology

Reflecting on the atonement throughout the 1610s, James Ussher was
engaged in a complex and often concealed theological pursuit. In the run-up
to the Synod of Dort, his caution was required by the times. Ironically, how-
ever, it was at the Synod of Dort that Ussher’s opinions would enjoy their
greatest influence. The English divines who travelled to Dort were divided in
their understanding of the atonement. Most of the English delegates fol-
lowed the advice of Archbishop Abbot in adhering to Beza’s maxim that
Christ died for the elect alone. Following the request of the king, Ward and
Davenant, whom Ussher had persuaded of hypothetical universalism, argued
instead that the synod’s consensus should sustain the maxim of ‘sufficient for
all, efficient for the elect’.!® In December 1618, Ussher suggested that he
would like the extreme Calvinism of some of the delegates tempered.! In
May 1619, Ward wrote to Ussher describing the synod’s ‘remarkable pas-
sages’ and the difficulty of reaching a consensus on the issue of the atone-
ment.'” His comments alluded to the divisions among the English delegates:
‘Some of us were held by some half remonstrants, for extending the oblation
made to the Father, to all; and for holding sundry effects thereof offered
serio, and some really communicated to the reprobate’."* Nevertheless, Ward
argued, their final conclusion was deliberately moderated to ‘say nothing
which might gainsay the confession of the Church of England: which was
effected, for that they were desirous to have all things in the canons defined
unanimi consensu’.'” For Ward, the Synod of Dort said little that was new —
but its restatement of the Anglican consensus nevertheless failed to realise the
soteriological unity to which Ussher aspired. Indeed, in echoing of Biblical
terms — so necessary if the canons were to achieve the required aperture of
hermeneutical ambiguity, using language to which no theologian could object
— the Dort canons, like the earlier Irish Articles and the later Westminster
Confession, were refusing to reject the sign in favour of the signified. The
creeds were proving no better than the paintings, no more useful than the
unexplained sacraments, no better than a play in an unknown tongue. Like
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the images, and most of Ussher’s writing on the subject, they did not provide
interpretation, but invited it.

Despite his later appeals, therefore, Ussher’s language of the atonement in
the 1610s was not the ‘proper language’ of the puritan ‘plain style’. Instead,
high Calvinism, and Ussher’s attempts to resist it, disturbs the simple equa-
tion of puritan mentality and plain-style discourse. Ussher’s language was
driven by puritan categories of thought which, like the language of the the-
ologians to whom he objected, was unable to provide the ‘proper speech’ the
older rhetoricians preferred. Ussher’s difficulties illustrate the revenge of
the ‘simple readers’, the revenge of the textual communities who took the
Geneva Bible’s semantic instruction and the Renaissance ‘artes of logick and
rhetoricke’ and used them to fashion a theology absolutely alive to Scrip-
ture’s textual implications and tropological possibilities. Ussher’s problems
stemmed from the fact that his own theology, like the rhetoric and fiction he
feared, was grounded in textuality, and that his signifieds consistently eroded
into signs. ‘Believe not the painters’, Ussher encouraged his audience; prefer
‘proper speech’. But this was speech he was unable to provide. In attempting
to situate his theology of atonement within the puritan poetic of the liminal,
Ussher’s writings point to the difficulty of describing exactly what happened
when Jesus Christ, ‘in proper speech’, died.

The University of Manchester CRAWFORD GRIBBEN
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