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Abstract 

Peter Sterry (1613-72) was a complex and fascinating man 

living amid tumultuous times. Largely neglected and ignored 

by historians and philosophers in the centuries since his death, 

Sterry nonetheless deserves attention as an impmtant member 

of the Cambridge Platonist movement, a key forerunner of the 

English nonconformists, and, in addition, as a prominent 

espouser of millennarianism. Interestingly, despite the ever

present mysticism in his works, Sterry's years as Cromwell's 

chaplain meant that, rather than being an other-worldly 

clergyman, he was intimately connected with the politics of his 

day. 

Moreover, as both a Calvinist and a Platonist, Sterry 

ingeniously combined two rather . different modes of thinking. 

Yet his commitment to both Calvinism and Platonism lead to 

several tensions in his work, some of which are never entirely 

reconciled. 

Sterry's influence on the early development of Cambridge 

Platonism has been unappreciated, and yet it is said that he was 

one of the first to introduce Platonism into the University of 

Cambridge. Indeed, many of Sterry's ideas tie in closely with 

those of Cambridge Platonism, including toleration, the love 
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rather than the wrath of God, self-determination, the 

importance of Christian morality, and Reason as the 'candle of 

the Lord' (albeit in Sterry's case with Calvinist reservations). 

From his monist ideas of creation, to his attractive desire for 

freedom of conscience, and his rather unorthodox belief in 

universal salvation, the two themes most encapsulating Sterry's 

thought are love and unity. All things in creation attain true 

meaning only in the unifying light and love of Christ. 
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1 

Introduction 

I. Peter Sterry, Neoplatonist Puritan 

In Peter Sterry we can peer into the life of a fascinating man 

of contrasts: Platonist yet Puritan, 1 Calvinist yet in some ways 

at odds with Calvinism, fervent political millenarian but 

pensive mystic, a man involved in politics and political intrigue 

yet most concerned with the devotional life and the 'spirit 

within'. Neglected and dismissed by subsequent historians and 

theologians,2 Peter Sterry is, however, an important and under

appreciated figure in both Platonism and Puritanism, even 

1 The word 'Puritan' must be used with care for, as Basil Hall claims, it has 
suffered from 'inflation'; the term was 'not used before 1563 and thereafter, 
in the period 1564-1640, the name referred to 'serious' people within the 
Church of England 'who desired some modifications in Church government 
and worship'. Yet Pu1·itanism was different from Separatism, and was the 
wrong term . to describe someone who had withdrmvn from the Church of 
England (and who was then a Brownist, Anabaptist or whatever). Thus post 
1640, Hall pi·efers the terms 'Independent' or 'Presbyterian.' (Basil 
Hall,'Puritanism: the problem of definition' in Studies in Church Histo,y, 
vol. II, ed. G.J Cuming, London 1965, pp. 287, 288, 294). According to 
Hall's thesis, Sterry would be correctly described first as a Puritan, then as 
an Independent. However, for ease of description, I shall refer to him as a 
Puritan throughout, albeit appreciating the problems with this term. 
2 The only full-length studies of Sterry have been Vivian De Sola Pinto' s 
Peter Sterry, Platonist and Puritan 1613-72, (Cambridge 1934) anq N. I 
Matar, Peter Steny: select writings, (New York 1994). 
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though a reconciliation of both into the harmony and unity he 

so loved was never entirely attained without tension. 

For the task was a formidable one; a neoplatonist Puritan is 

a rather strange combination of two modes of thinking. On the 

one hand neoplatonism, even when Christianised to some 

degree, often contains distinctly problematic elements for the 

orthodox Christian. For example, monism-the belief that there 

exists only one true form of reality- the soul's pre-existence, 

and universal salvation, are all distinctly unorthodox tenets, and 

yet were all espoused by our seventeenth-century Puritan 

Independent and neoplatonist, Sterry. Additionally, a 

Cromwellian Calvinist Independent, as he was, might have 

been expected to espouse strict predetermination and the justice 

more than the love of God-not so Sterry, for whom the unity 

and love of Christ are fundamental tenets of his · thought, 

influencing his views on determinism. Yet he did hold the 

distinctly Calvinist view of the wide gulf between nature and 

grace, with all its vafious implications regarding the role of 

reason and religion, as well as a deep, inner devotion to the 

Holy Spirit guiding one's conscience, and a fervent belief in the 

utter centrality of Christ in all things.3 

3 Not everyone views Calvinism and Platonism as ultimately 
incompatible-Philip Almond even pronounces Calvin himself a 
'Platonist' ! (Philip C. Almond, Heaven and Hell in Enlightenment England, 
Cambridge 1994, p. 39). 
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II. Emmanuel Days 

Peter Sterry lived at fascinating period of history-'perhaps 

the turning-point of English religious life'4-an era when 

politics and religion were inextricably tied, and a turbulent time 

of civil war, Interregnum, and ultimate Restoration. No longer 

were there merely Roman Catholics and Protestants. Instead, 

throughout the seventeenth century, Protestantism gradually 

splintered into several more denominations and sects. Most 

disturbingly, orthodox Christianity was increasingly under 

attack, as accepted religious truths were challenged by the 

materialism of Hobbes and Descartes, and by Arianism, 

Socinianism and deism.5 Yet life was full of other worries too; 

Sterry's Puritan friend Samuel Rogers despaired at 'pox (and) 

plague raging in life' and tossed and turned over whether or not 

to join the exodus of many godly to the New World: 'New 

England. So many there ... (what shall.I do?) ... '6 Well might 

Rogers debate, for during the 1630s around fifteen thousand 

emigrated to Americ~-and a remarkable one third of the 

clergy were Emmanuel College Puritans, keen to gain freedom 

from the Established Church. 

4 Aharon Lichtenstein, Hemy More, (Cambridge, MA, 1962), p. 22/23. 
5 Deism was a movement starting in England from the mid-171

h century, 
which emphasised the role of natural reason to the extent that there was left 
little room for 'mystery', divine revelation or the clergy- see David A. 
Pailin ' Should Herbe1i ofCherbury be regarded as a deist?' JTS April 2000. 
6 Samuel Rogers, MS Percy 7, Dia1y, Sept. 17th 1636 and Sept 13th J636, 
(Q.U.B). 
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Unfortunately, details of Sterry's early life are few. We 

know, however, that he was born in Southwark, London in 

1613, the son of Anthony Sterry, a 'cooper' and 'gentleman'7 

although we know nothing else of his family, nor of his early 

schooling, but simply that he entered Emmanuel College, 

Cambridge in 1629. Once in Emmanuel he eagerly joined in the 

various Puritan groups in the college, which Samuel Rogers 

described meeting together weekly ' to pray together and 

discuss' 8 and Sterry is specifically mentioned in Rogers' diary 

as joining in fasting and prayer, sometimes even hosting the 

gathering in his own rooms.9 Moreover, Sterry' s spiritual input 

was appreciated and Rogers' touching regard for him can be 

noted when he declared in April 1636: 'My spirit yet rej'oices in 

the voice of Sterry; (the) Lord does much good to Emanuel 

Colledge.' 10 

Puritanism was increasingly flourishing, encouraging a 

growing reliance on Scripture and the 'spirit within'. Later in 

the Interregnum, a variety of sects would spring up, pushing 

Christian orthodoxy to its limit and posing questions regarding 

toleration a~d the role of reason in religion. Such frequently 

irrational religious ' enthusiasm' was in part a reaction to the 

dry rites and outward rituals of Laudianism-so named after 

7 de Sola Pinto, Peter Sterry, p. 6. 
8 Samuel Rogers, MS Percy 7, Dimy, Dec. 2nd 1634, (Q.U.B). 
9 Eg. ibid. Dec. 17th 1634, 6th April 1636, May 17th 1636. 
10 Ibid. 6th April 1636. 
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Archbishop Laud, 1573-1645, who was Charles I's Archbishop 

of Canterbury. Laudians mostly espoused Arminianism 11, 
which originated in the theology of Jacobus Arminius, (1559-

1609), a Dutch Reformed theologian, who maintained a 

universal 'sufficient' grace as opposed to Calvin's limited 

'effective' grace. Arminians denied the predestination of 

particular persons to salvation on the basis of God's 

foreknowledge of human free choices. 12 Their alternative to 

predestination was discussed for the first time at a national 

level at the Hampton CoUii conference of 160413
, and Laud was 

the first to protest against Calvinism in 1615. 14 It seems that by 

1626, Charles I was certainly Arminian, 15 and in 1629 the 

Thirty-nine Articles were reissued, and prefaced by favourable 

remarks on Arminianism and universal grace. 16 Moreover, the 

virtues of Arminianism as opposed to Calvinism was a 

pertinent topic of the day, yet the .issue was not merely 

academic, for Arminianism also influenced local worship; 

during the Arminian .ascendancy, altars and fonts dominated 

11 It is worth remembering though that, of course, not all Arminians were 
Laudians. There was a huge difference between the thought of someone of 
(arguably)Arminian persuasion such as Benjamin Whichcote, and 
Archbishop Laud himself. In the same way, not all Calvinists were Puritans. 
12 Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. Mircea Eliade, vol. I, (p. 419). 
13 Nicholas Tyacke, Anti-Calvinists, and the Rise of English Arminianism in 
England 1590-1640(0xford 1987), p. 9. 
14 Ibid. p. 38. 
15 Ibid. p. 167. 
16 Ibid. p. 50. 

5 



church interiors as the sacraments gained in importance, so that 

a Calvinist in 1643 was moved to complain that whilst 

contemporary Puritans stressed 'love and power,' Arminians 

focused on 'form and outside-worship.' 17 Additionally, in 1637 

the Puritan William Prynne underwent vicious and extreme 

punishments for writing Puritan tracts against the Laudian 

establishment. Such events only served to increase the 

frustration of contemporary Puritans, and will be also noted 

later in the thought of the Puritan Lord Brooke, whose 

objections to Laudianism and determined opposition to the 

Crown in the ensuing civil war, was matched by thousands like 

him across the country. 

Interestingly, around the time of Sterry and his 

contemporaries' residence in Emmanuel, the University, as 

opposed to the Puritan town of Cambridge, came to be viewed 

as a 'bastion of Laudianism,' 18 where Arminianism continued 

unchecked, 19 and in April 1636 Rogers bitterly complained of 

'cursed formalists ... m~king a fuss for people to wear vestments 

in (Emmanuel) chapel. ' 20 However in Emmanuel such men 

were in the '!1inority for the college had always been strongly 

Puritan since its founding by Sir Walter Mildmay in 1583, and, 

17 'B.T' , England's Loss and Lamentation- occasioned by the death of that 
Right Honourable, Robert Lord Brooke ... ' (Thomason Tracts E92 18). 
18 John Twigg, The University of Cambridge and the English Revolution, 
1625-1688, p. 64. 
19 Tyacke, Anti Calvinists, p. 57. 
20 Samuel Rogers, Diary, MS Percy 7, 7th April 1636, (Q.U.B). 
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twenty years on the chapel's strong Puritanism was still noted 

with disapproval: Emmanuel men did not use the Prayer Book, 

nor wore surplices and hoods on Sundays and Holy Days, and 

neither did they fast, but instead enjoyed suppers every night 

throughout the year-'publicly in the Halls; yea upon good 

Fridaye itself.' 21 Worst of all, however, was their habit of 

receiving the Sacrament 'sittinge upon Forms about the 

Communion Table' where they 'do put the loafe one from the 

other, after the minister hath begun. '22 

III. Sterry the Cambridge Platonist? 

Peter Sterry may justifiably have been called a 'high flown 

mystical divine, '23 but could he also be described as a member 

of the Cambridge Platonist movement too? We must of course 

remember here that 'Cambridge Platonist' was not a term used 

at the time, and so Sterry, Whichcote and the others would not 

have consciously labelled themselves as such. Most authors in 

their studies of Cambridge Platonism have made absolutely no 

mention of Sterry,24 and indeed some authors such as W. Fraser 

21 Thomas Bak.er, Harleian MS 7033, Baker vi.85, (B.L). 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid, Baker vi. 84. 
24 E.g. Tulloch Rational Theology in the Seventeenth Century, (London 
1874), Pawson, The Cambridge Platonists, (London 1930), Austin, Ethics of 
the Cambridge Platonists, (Philadelphia 1935), W.C De Pauley The Candle 
of the Lord (London 1937), Cassirer, Platonic Renaissance in England 
(New York 1953, 1970), Roberts, From Puritanism to Platonism in 
Seventeenth centwy England, (The Hague 1968), Patrides The Cambridge 
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Mitchell in English Pulpit Oratory directly pronounce that 

Sterry is 'hardly to be reckoned of their number/5 whilst only 

a few, such as Rufus Jones,26 Sarah Hutton and Frederick 

Powicke27 consider Sterry a Cambridge Platonist, although not 

one of the key members of the group. Yet Sterry's link to, 

and-importantly-his significant role in Cambridge Platonism 

during its early formation, is very well worth considering. For 

Sterry was contemporary to Ralph Cudworth, who entered 

Emmanuel College three years after him, and also to John 

Smith, who entered in 1636 and whom he very likely taught. 

Moreover, he declared his admiration particularly for Henry 

More 28 and Ralph Cudworth.29 Although in some ways Sterry 

diverges from the main members of the group, for example in 

his less optimistic view of reason and human nature, in many 

others he is very similar. For example, his emphasis upon 

God's love, morality and toleration, views on self

determination, and his attempt to produce an alternative to the 

Platonists (Cambridge 1969), and Cragg, The Cambridge Platonists, 
(Oxford 1968). 
25 P.299. Also Matar, Peter Sterry-select writings, p. 13. 
26 Jones claimed that there is 'no reason why he should not be included' 
amongst the Cambridge Platonists, (Rufus M. Jones, Spiritual Reformers in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, London 1914, p. 280). 
27 Sarah Hutton-intro. to A Treatise concerning Eternal and Immutable 
Morality, (Cambridge, 1996); Frederick Powicke-The Cambridge 
Platonists, (London, 1926). 
28 Sterry to 'Scipio', MS 289, July 1669, p. 109, (E.C.L). 
29 Sterry wrote of 'that rich treasure of knowledge and learning' to be found 
in Cudworth's writings. (DFW, p. 32). 
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Calvinist voluntarist, wrathful God, were all very much in line 

with the movement. In addition, the obvious debt owed by all, 

including Sterry, to Platonism, meant that the same themes are 

found in the work of all the Cambridge Platonists-such as the 

world as a mere shadow of reality, the primacy of spirit, the 

importance of spiritual contemplation and the idea of virtue as 

knowledge, to name but a few. 

IV. Sterry and Platonism in Cambridge 

The curriculum Sterry would have followed during his time 

in Emmanuel was primarily scholastic, with study of logic, 

rhetoric and Aristotelian ethics, metaphysics and natural 

theology.3° For scholasticism remained dominant well into 

Cambridge Platonism's ascendancy and although in the early 

1640s, Richard Holdsworth as Master of Emmanuel prescribed 

a curriculum that included Erasmus, Ovid and Cicero, and the 

theology of Puritans such as Richard Sibbes and Robert 

Bolton,31 overall he stressed Aristotelian scholasticism far more 

than the more huma.nist Platonism;32 even the graduate study of 

30 Later on, Sterry ' s ease with scholastic expressions suggests extensive 
early training in scholasticism (eg. MS 291, ' On Eccles. 7:16', E.C.L, p. 
246). See William T. Costello, The Scholastic curriculum at early 
seventeenth-centwy Cambridge, (Cambridge MA, 1958). 
31 Robert Bolton (1572-1631) was a Fellow of Brasenose College, Oxford, 
and thereafter was the much-loved Puritan rector of Broughton, No1ihants. 
(DNB ed. Stephen, vol. V, p. 330). 
32 Richard Holdsworth, MS 48, Directions for a student in the University, 
1643, (E.C.L) p. 12-17. 

9 



theology was permeated with both Protestant and Roman 

Catholic scholasticism long after 1640.33 Yet in comparison 

with Oxford, where Aristotelianism retained its primacy well 

into the seventeenth-century, Platonism became more 

influential in Cambridge, during the 1630s and 1640s, although 

the exact reasons why are unclear. It seems that the spread of 

Platonism is likely to have been a gradual process over many 

decades, with a variety of stimulants, such as the increasing 

disillusionment with dry Aristotelian scholasticism, the 

influence of Elizabethan Platonic poetry such as Spenser's 

Fairie Queen, regarded by Henry More in particular as being 

significant,34 and the increase in Greek scholarship encouraged 

by Erasmus' presence in Cambridge in 1506 and also by the 

introduction of a Regius professorship in Greek in the 

university in 1540. 

Yet from where did this revival in- Platonism originate? 

During Sterry's time in Emmanuel· College there were only the 

standard works of Plato available, and certainly nothing to 

make the college stand out as a hotbed of neoplatonism.35 A 

33 Costello, Schoiastic curriculum, p. 150. 
34 Henry More, The Immortality of the Soul, ed. A Jacob (Dordrecht 1987) i. 
35 The 1637 Catalogue of Emmanuel Library includes Plato's Works (in 
Latin), another Omnia opera (with a commentary by Proclus,) Phaedo, 
(translated by Ficino,) as well as Philo' s Judaeus, Origen ' s Opera, and 
separate Contra Celsum, a work by Clement of Alexandria, and Boethius ' 
Consolation of Philosophy (Sargent Bush Jr and Carl J. Ramussen, The 
Libra,y of Emmanuel College, Cambridge 1584-1637, Cambridge 1986," p. 
134-141). 
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noted contributor to the early spread of Platonism in Cambridge 

was Henry More (1614-87) in nearby Christ's College. We 

know for instance that Henry More was probably the first to 

introduce Plotinus to Cambridge, and also that after he took his 

degree he read much of 'the Platonick Writers, Marsilius 

Ficinus, Plotinus himself ... and the Mystical Divines. ' 36 Yet it 

seems that Sterry was also as much of a contributor regarding 

Platonism; he certainly should not be dismissed as exercising 

no powerful philosophical influence within the University of 

Cambridge.37 More was not a Fellow until a good year after 

Sterry had left his Emmanuel Fellowship, and Sterry' s own 

Platonism originated very early on, for it was maintained by a 

younger contemporary, that Sterry was-along with his 

Emmanuel friend John Sadler-the 'first that were observ'd to 

make a public profession of Platonism in the University of 

Cambridge'38 

36 Richard Ward, 'The J.,ife' of the Learned and Pious Dr Henry More' 1710, 
in The Life of Hemy More (parts 1 and 2) ed. Sarah Hutton, Cecil Courtney, 
Michelle Courtney, Robe11 Crocker and A. Rupert Hall, (Dordrecht 2000) p. 
18. 
37 A. Rupe11 Hall has dismissed Sterry entirely-Hemy More- magic, 
religion and experiment, (Oxford 1990) p. 61. 
38 Thomas Baker, Harleian MS 7033; Baker vi. 84, (B.L). Thomas Baker, 
author and antiquarian (1656-1740), was an alumnus of St. John's College, 
Cambridge, who aimed to write a complete history of the University of 
Cambridge. Vivian de Sola Pinto briefly alludes to this manuscript in his 
introduction to Brooke's Nature of Truth, 1969, although surprisingly this 
important evidence of Sterry's early Platonism is ignored in his biography 
of Sterry. 
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Yet no doubt the Platonism of both men was further 

encouraged by the influential sermons of Benjamin Whichcote 

(1609-1683) in Holy Trinity Church, which ran from the late 

1630s for nearly twenty years. For certainly by the early 1640s, 

Whichcote was reputedly spreading a 'nobler, freer and more 

generous set of opinions' 39 and Bishop Burnet describes him as 

being 'disgusted with the dry, systematical way of those times,' 

and as setting his students 'much on reading the ancient 

philosophers', 'chiefly Plato, Tully (Cicero) and Plotin,' and 

encouraging them to consider Christianity 'as a doctrine sent by 

God both to elevate and sweeten human nature. '40 Which cote 

could well have become Sterry's tutor in 1632 since he was 

then made a Fellow, although Sterry entered Emmanuel in 

1629, and was already a Fellow there himself by the time it is 

generally considered that Whichcote's Platonising tendency 

began. Whichcote's own former strongly Calvinist tutor 

Anthony Tuckey wrote sadly in 1651 that 'more than fourteen 

years since, you wete settled in 'the belief of scriptural 

sufficiency,' only to then set aside much time for other studies, 

such as philosophy and metaphysics, the result being that in 

Tuckney' s view, Whichcote's ministry became rather ' less 

39 Samuel Salter, preface to 'Eight Letters of Dr Anthony Tuckney and Dr 
Benjamin Whichcote' in Moral and Religious Aphorisms, 1753, p. xx. • 
40 Bishop Burnet's Histo1y of My Own Time, 1753, p. 261. 
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edifying.' 41 So Whichcote's Platonism would have been rather 

a late influence on Sterry, who, as we shall see, had left his 

fellowship in Emmanuel College by 1638, for it seems that it 

was not long before this same year that Whichcote 'deviated' 

into Platonism. Moreover, Tuckney sadly remarked that once 

becoming a fellow of Emmanuel, Whichcote had cast himself 

'in the conspiracie of very learned and ingenious men, whom I 

fear, at least some of them studied other authors more than the 

Scriptures, and Plato and his Schollars above others. '42 

Could the 'learned men' have included one Peter Sterry? 

Possibly. For there is no doubt that Whichcote held his pupil 

Sterry in high regard; there is a charming description of how, 

when in Emmanuel, in conversation on some 'abstruse Points 

in Divinity', Sterry explained himself with such ease and 

clearness that Whichcote 'rising from his seat and embracing 

him cried, Peter, thou hast overcome me, thou art all 

Intellect!'43 Moreover, on hearing of Sterry's death years later, 

in 1672, Whichcote maintained 'as much as the world thinks 

me to love Money, I tell thee, I should be well contented to part 

with half of what I have to obtain only some Hours free 

Conversation with that greatly Enlightened Friend of ours who 

41 Tuckney to Whichcote, Sept. 15th 1651, in Whichcote/Tuckney 
correspondance in Moral and Religious Aphorisms, p. 28, p. 36 and p. 37. 
42 Ibid, p. 38. 
43 Appearance, Preface. 
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is now taken from us',44 and he readily agreed to preach at 

Sterry' s funeral. 45 

V. Sterry and Family 

Despite the worrying and unstable times in which he lived, 

Sterry always found a comforting stability in his family. He 

married Frances Ashworth, a widow, in February 1641, 

although it is unclear how or where he met her. However, their 

mutual devotion to each other and to their faith, is evident in 

touching letters he wrote to her many years later, when he 

spoke of their love being 'as reall, and as lasting as . .. sweet, 

by being spiritual and so truly divine' .46 Sterry and his wife had 

five children: Peter, Christopher, John, Frances and Gratiana. 

Of these children it was Peter, as we shall see, whose wild 

behaviour caused his father much worry and distress, whilst his 

daughter Frances delighted him with a religious devotion 

perfectly complementing his own, He poignantly told her: 'One 

of the greatest pleasuriys which I have in life is to think of our 

44 Ibid. 
45 Surely the fact that Whichcote agreed to do this and-more importantly
had obviously been requested by Sterry to do so before his death, (when for 
example, instead he could have asked a strictly Puritan clergyman) suggests 
that the pair maintained their ties of friendship and appreciated a certain 
religious and intellectual affinity. 
46 Sterry to wife, MS 292, 'Sweet Calianthe', (undated) E.C.L, p. 123. 
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meeting in the next world, when we shall bee for ever with 

each other, and for ever with the Lord in one another. '47 

VI. The Texts 

Remarkably, apart from Sterry's sermons, none of his 

writings were published during his lifetime, although three 

books of his were published posthumously. A Discourse of the 

Freedom of the Will (1675) was published from unfinished 

manuscripts Sterry had prepared for publication,48 although it is 

hard to say when exactly such manuscripts were written, and 

some sections of the Discourse are missing from the main text, 

and unfortunately they do not appear to be elsewhere contained 

within his extant manuscripts. Meanwhile The Rise, Race and 

Royalty of the kingdom of God in the Soul of Man (1683) was 

edited by Jeremiah White (1629-1707), another of Cromwell's 

chaplains,49 and was also prepared from sermon notes collected 

and prepared for the press after ·Sterry' s death,50 whilst The 

Appearance of God to Man in the Gospel (1710) was edited by 

the Independent, Joshua Sprigg, a disciple of Sterr/1and 

47 Sterry to daughter Frances, MS 289, (undated) E.C.L, p. 65. 
48 de Sola Pinto, Steny, p. 64. 
49 Indeed, White's A Persuasive to Moderation was an enlargement of his 
preface to Sterry' s Rise, Race and Royalty. (DNB, vol.LXI, ed Sidney Lee, 
1900). 
50 de Sola Pinto, Sterry, p. 89. 
51 Ibid, p. 64. Sprigg (1618-1684) was an Independent divine and a fellow of 
All Souls, Oxford from 1649. He preached against the regicide •and 
espoused toleration. (DNB, London 1898, ed. Lee, vol. LIii, p. 426). 
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contained miscellaneous works, and an intended second part 

that was never published.52 

In addition to these works, Sterry wrote several sermons, of 

which seven were published in his lifetime. They include: The 

spirits conviction of sinne (preached to the Commons, Nov. 26, 

1645), The Clouds in which Christ comes (preached to the 

Commons Oct.27, 1647), The Teachings of Christ in the Soule 

(preached to the House of Lords, March 29, 1648), The 

Commings forth of Christ in the Power of his Death (preached 

to the High Comt of Parliament, Nov. 1649, published 1650), 

England's Deliverance from the Northern Presbytery (preached 

to High Court of Parliament, Nov. 5 1651, published 1652), 

The Way of God with his People in these Nations (preached to 

the High Court of Parliament Nov.5, 1656, published 1657), 

and The True Way of Uniting the People of God in these 

Nations (Jan. l, 1659, published 1660). · 

Additionally, small excerpts of.additional sermons are found 

within Sterry's seven .volumes of manuscripts in Emmanuel 

College Library.53 
· These manuscripts include what Sterry 

described as ~ kind of 'commonplace book' in which he wrote 

small devotional pieces, commentaries on poetry, and sermon 

notes.54 MS 289 and MS 294 contain some overlapping 

52 DNB, ed. Lee, vol.LIV, (1898) p. 225. 
53 MS 289-295 (E.C.L). 
54 MS 295 (E.C.L). 
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material55
, and some sections of Rise, Race and Royalty can be 

found in MS 289,56 but otherwise the manuscripts appear to 

consist of original and differing pieces than that found in his 

published works, and mostly contain personal letters to his 

wife, daughter and sons, and more theological tracts written by 

Sterry after the Restoration, presumably in part to guide his 

nonconformist community at West Sheen. 

55 Such as the devotional piece 'Apollo, the God of the Sun.' 
56 For example RRR, p. 423 and MS 289, p. 77. 

17 

CAMBRIDGt 
UNIVERSITY 

UBAARY 



2 

Sterry, Lord Brooke and Platonist Puritanism 

I. Puritanism in Cambridge 

Sterry did not remain long as a Fellow of Emmanuel. 

Probably sometime either in 1637 or 1638 he left Cambridge 

for Warwickshire, for the role of chaplain to the Puritan Robert 

Greville, Lord Brooke- a position which was to be highly 

significant in the intellectual development of both men. We 

know for certain that by July 1638, with Sterry's presence at a 

dinner party in Warwick Castle, he had been welcomed into the 

circle of Puritan ministers surrounding Brooke. 1 

Yet why had Sterry decided to leave Emmanuel College so 

soon after being made a Fellow? As has been shown in the 

previous chapter, the religious situation in the Puritan college 

seems to have been unsettled by the increasingly Laudian tenor 

of the university throughout the 1630s. Indeed, De Sola Pinto 

claims that reluctance to conform to the official religious 

1 Thomas Dugard, The Dia,y of Thomas Dugard, MS 23146, July ) 638, 
(B.L). 
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teaching of the university encouraged Sterry to leave 

Cambridge.2 

Personal politics would have also proved to be a problem to 

Sterry regarding Richard Holdsworth.3 Depending on the exact 

date he left Cambridge, Sterry may possibly have come briefly 

into contact with Holdsworth as the new Master of Emmanuel, 

who arrived at the college from St John's, Cambridge, in 1637. 

Religiously, the new Master was not so far from Sterry in 

belief, as Holdswo1th had been professor of divinity at the 

Platonist Gresham College in 1629, defending 'Pagan' authors 

and greatly admiring Plato.4 Moreover, he was a moderate 

Calvinist who, whilst distancing himself from the rigid 

Predestinarians, and treading a careful line regarding 

ceremonial in churches, refused to read the Book of Sports, so 

offensive to Puritans.5 However, his staunch royaI°ism and 

defence of the 'ungodly' king would have caused Sterry some 

disquiet. Indeed, during the civil war, Holdsworth donated one 

2 De Sola Pinto, Peter Sterry, p. 10. 
3 Richard Holdsworth (1590-1649) entered St John's College Cambridge in 
1607 where he became a Fellow. A moderate Puritan he was arrested and in 
jail until 1645, (see DSBP, I, ed. Pyle, 2000, p. 436). 
4 Sarah Hutton, 'Plato in Tudor Academies' in Francis Ames-Lewis ed. Sir 
Thomas Gresham and Gresham College-studies in the intellectual history 
of London in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, (Aldershot, 1999) p. 
123. Holdsworth forms a link between the humanism of St John's and 
admiration of Plato, as well as forming a link between St John's, Emmanuel, 
and the Cambridge Platonists, (ibid. p. 124). 
5 A. Sarah Bendell, Christopher Brooke, and Patrick Collinson, A History of 
Emmam1el College, (Woodbridge 1999.) p. 224. 
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hundred pounds for the royalist cause, was imprisoned by 

Parliament in 1643-45 and was finally ejected by Parliament 

from the mastership of Emmanuel, to be replaced by the 

strongly Calvinist Anthony Tuckney.6 Thus precisely when, 

and for what reasons, Sterry left Emmanuel, we shall probably 

never know; however, it is likely that it was with some relief 

and pleasure that he left the turmoil of Cambridge for the godly 

society of the religious reformer Lord Brooke and his Puritan 

circle, and a post which, because it entailed becoming a private 

chaplain, had the additional benefit of not having to use the 

Prayer Book.7 

However, it is not clear how Sterry first met the Puritan 

Brooke, who left Jesus College as Sterry entered Emmanuel in 

1629. Yet the experience of Thomas Dugard, 8 another Puritan 

in Warwick who also had Brooke as a patron, may give us a 

clue. Dugard, who was educated at Sidney Sussex, Cambridge, 

met Brooke through attending. the sennons of Thomas 

6 The strongly Calvinist · Anthony Tuckney ( 1599-1670) opposed the 
religious rationalism of the Cambridge Platonist, Benjamin Whichcote
(see the Whichcote-Tuckney correspondence of Sept-Nov 1651, included in 
Whichcote's Moral and Religious Aphorisms, 1753). He was to play an 
important part in the Westminster Assembly, and in 1653 (like Sterry) acted 
as one of Cromwell's ' triers.' He held the masterships of both St John's and 
Emmanuel Colleges, although he lost his position at the Restoration. (See 
DNB ed. Lee, vol.L VII, 1899). 
7 W.K Jordan, The Development of Religious Toleration in England, 
(London 1936) p. 141. 
8 A pupil ofDugard' s, John Murcot, was to become an eminent Independent 
preacher, achieving ' great fame' in Dublin. (AE Leach, Histo,y of Wa11vick 
School, London 1906.) 

20 



Gataker,9 a former Fellow of the college; Gataker introduced 

them, which led to Dugard spending a week officiating in 

Brooke's London chapel and by July 1633, he had obtained his 

position as master in the Grammar School in Warwick. 10 The 

experience of Sterry was probably very similar. Certainly, as 

was the case with the Puritan Sidney Sussex College, the 

connections between Puritan Emmanuel, with its many 'godly' 

former members, and sympathetic peers such as Brooke, must 

have been strong. With Emmanuel's reluctance to find livings 

for its graduates and Fellows, social networks were all the more 

impmiant. 11 Thus it seems that tutors and friends in the 

university were generally active in turning contacts, often 

formed at the popular collegiate prayer and discussion meetings 

such as those attended by Sterry (which were also open to 

members of other colleges,) into regular positions, at the 

completion of the student's time in college. 12 

9 Thomas Gataker (1574-1654) an Independent, was a Fellow of Sidney 
Sussex, Cambridge at t~e start of the century, later on becoming a member 
of the Westminster Assembly. (DNB, ed. Stephen, vol.XXI, 1890.) 
10 Ann Hughes, 'Thomas Dugard and his circle in the 1630s- a 'Parliament
Puritan' connection? (Historical Journal, vol. 29, (Cambridge 1986,) p. 
774. 
11 Tom Webster, Godly clergy in Early Stuart England- the Caroline 
Puritan movement c. 1620-1643 (Cambridge 1997), p. 36. 
12 Ibid, p. 23. Other options open to the young divinity graduate include 
entering a household seminary, which involved living in the godly house of 
a divine (eg. John Cotton, who took many young graduates into his home 
and spent the time away from duties catechising, repeating sermons and 
psalm-singing), obtaining lectureships, getting jobs as schoolmasters, or 
even becoming in charge of their own benefices (ibid. p. 24/34). 
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II. Lord Brooke and Puritanism in Warwick 

Robert Greville, Lord Brooke, (1608-1643), came from a 

younger branch of an old Oxfordshire family, which had been 

in Warwickshire since the fourteenth-century, and he was the 

adopted heir of his father's cousin, the poet Fulke Greville, who 

had been a member of the radical Protestant party of 

Walsingham and Leicester at the court of Elizabeth 1. 13 Robe11 

Greville ' s assumption of the barony in 1628 ended his brief 

stint as MP for Warwick Borough and took him to the Lords, 

and also made him a very wealthy landowner of around four 

thousand five hundred pounds per year. However, through not 

being Fulke Greville ' s closest blood relation, other members of 

the nearby gentry declared a claim to his lands, in bitterly 

fought legal contests, which may possibly have lessened 

Brooke's social standing; 14 this perhaps helps to explain why so 

13 Ann Hughes, Politics, Society and Civil War in Wanvickshire, 1620-1660 
(Cambridge 1987), p. ~4 . Interestingly, Fulke Greville, later in life, turned 
from a Protestant, humanistic chivalry, to a gloomy Calvinism, and even 
later, to the tradition of apocalyptic Puritanism. (Mervyn James, 'English 
Politics and the concept of honour, 1485-1642' in Past and Present 
supplement 3, Oxford 1978). However, it is hard to gauge the extent of 
Fulke's Platonic influence on his adopted heir, as the poet did 'provide for 
his education and breeding' (quoted in Robert E.L.Strider, Robert Grevil/e, 
Lord Brooke, Cambridge MA 1958, p. 6), although he died when Brooke 
was only twenty. 
14 Nearer relations in fact included Sir Greville Verney of Compton Verney, 
Warwickshire, Fulke' s nephew, to whom Robert Greville was ordered to 
pay £2200 compensation and settle on him lands equalling £500 . p.a 
(Hughes, Politics, p. 25). 
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many of Brooke's social contacts came from outside the county 

elite, such as Lord Dunsmore, who, with his son-in-law the Earl 

of Southampton, was at this time prominent amongst the 

opposition peers. There was also an interesting connection 

between the Greville family and the Conway family into which 

Anne Finch later married, 15 as Sir John Conway, Governor of 

Ostend, had married Ellen, daughter of Fu Ike Greville, and thus 

acquired Ragley Hall in Warwickshire. 16 Indeed, in the year of 

Anne Finch's birth, Brooke leased Ragley Hall from Anne's 

future father-in-law, Edward Conway, 17 (the first Viscount 

Conway having died in 1630.) It seems that only a few of 

Brooke's friends were from Warwickshire itself, such as John 

Hales and Richard Skeffington, who were active in the later 

county civil war administration. 18 Brooke's other friends were 

often like-minded Puritan ministers with whom he could 

discuss religious matters. This is seen by those who dined with 

him at Warwick Castle, as recorded by Thomas Dugard, whom 

we have already come. across, who was a schoolmaster at the 

15 Anne Conway (1631-78), one of the most impo1tant female thinkers of the 
period, was the Platonist author of The Principles of the Most Ancient and 
Modern Philosophy (1690.) She was a close friend of the Cambridge 
Platonist, Henry More. 
16 Ma1jorie Hope Nicolson ed. The Conway Letters, revised edition ed. 
Sarah Hutton, (Oxford 1992) p. 6/ 7. 
17 C.S.P, (Domestic series) 1631-1633, vol. CXCVI, 1862, (P.R.0). 
18 Hughes, Politcs, p. 123. John Hales was later a JP and county committee
man (see ibid. appendix 2, p. 360, and appendix I, p. · 354) whilst 
Skeffington too was on the Warwickshire committee until his death in l647 
(ibid. p. 178). 

23 



nearby Grammar School from 1633-1648. 19 Dugard records 

that on the evening of July 19th 1638, Samuel Clarke, another 

local minister William Overton, himself and Peter Sterry were 

among those who dined with Lord and Lady Brooke.20 Later 

on, Samuel Clarke was to become famous as a compiler of 

books of biographical and historical information suited to the 

Puritan public, so Sterry's early aquaintance with him here is 

· 'fi 21 s1gm 1cant. 

The Puritan circle which Sterry joined and which 

surrounded Lord Brooke was operating in the context of 

Charles I's Arminian, and decidedly anti-Puritan, innovations. 

They considered that Charles I had rejected the role of the 

19 The Grammar School in Warwick, now known as Warwick School, has 
been described as an 'important component in the Puritan network in the 
county.' (David Franklin Mosler, A Social and Religious Histq,y of the 
English Civil War in the county of Waiwick' Stanford University, 
unpublished PhD, 1975, p. 34). 
20 The Dia,y of Thomas Dugard, (B.L Add. MS· 23146.) It is just possible, 
(although admittedly unlikely given the political affiliations of The Great 
Tew group and Cambridge Platonists and also because of lack of evidence 
to prove it,) that this circle of clergy surrounding Brooke had links with the 
intellectual society gathering of Lucius Cary, Lord Falkland, at Great Tew. 
Although the society tended to be Arminian, pro-royalist and attack Puritan 
dogmatism, there would no doubt have been other views expressed there. 
Great Tew's fairly close proximity to Warwick, and Murdoch's reference to 
the 'other clerics ' from the vicinity who attended the group, make such an 
occurrence, at any rate, possible--{see The Sun at Noon- Kenneth B. 
Murdock, New York 1939, p. 114). 
2 1 William Haller, The Rise of Puritanism, (New York 1938) p. 102. Clarke 
(1599-1683) had spent time at Emmanuel College, a little before the time of 
Ste1Ty. When he was in Warwick, complaints were still to be heard 
concerning his omissions of ceremonies in church. Later, he was firmly 
against the regicide, but still ejected from the ministry in 1662. (DNB, ed. 
Stephen, vol. X, 1887). 
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'godly magistrate', as exemplified by his backing in 1633 of 

the 'monstrous and prodigious' 22 Book of Sports, which 

allowed lawful recreations to take place on the Sabbath.23 This 

infuriated the sabbatarian Puritans, and made Hugh Peter, 

afterwards Cromwell's chaplain and Sterry' s colleague, claim 

that it drove many to emigrate to the godly colonies of New 

England: were it not for the Book of Sports, he said, 'many had 

stayed. ' 24 This, combined with many Laudian innovations, and 

the attempts to suppress lectures and regulate sermons, had also 

caused consternation amongst godly Puritans. Brooke echoed 

the Puritan disgust at the state of religion in the country: 

'through the whole kingdome, Preaching, Praying, Expounding 

and the like exercises, both in publick and in private, are 

severely suppressed, and m many places altogether 

forbidden. ' 25 Brooke too was furious at Laudian decr~es over 

adiaphorous ceremonies and mocked the time wasted by the 

clergy, in debating such things, and in 1642, in a speech to his 

captains at Warwick C~stle, he claimed that his aim in fighting 

was the ' defence of God's true religion,' now 'invaded by the 

22 Robe1t Greville, Lord Brooke, A Discourse opening the nature of that 
etscopacy which is exercised in England, (1642) p. 16. 
2 Ann Hughes, Godly reformation in Wanvickshire, 1640-1662, (Dudley 
Society occasional papers, no.35, Stratford-upon-Avon, 1993, p. 6). 
24 Tom Webster, Godly clergy, p. 88. 
25 Ibid. p. 92. 

25 



practices of Papists and Malignants.26
' Brooke reminded an 

audience at Warwick in August 1642, how in his view the 

Laudian persecution and 'malignant influence' of the bishops 

had caused the ' bleeding wounds' and schism of three 

kingdoms, and he claimed in his Discourse that episcopacy 

itself was responsible for many heresies and divisions in the 

country.27 Additionally, as a result of the bishops' 'tyranny', 

many Puritans had been driven to forsake their country, with 

'sighs and farewell tears,' for the New World .28 In fact, Brooke 

himself was one of those who seriously considered leaving 

England for a new life in America in 1635,29 and certainly took 

a keen interest in projects for the colonisation of the New 

World. He was a chief backer of schemes to establish 

settlements in the Caribbean and New England, and the town of 

Saybrook in Connecticut still commemorates Brooke· and the 

Puritan peer, Lord Saye.30 

26 Robert Greville, Lord Brooke, Speech at the election of captains at 
Wanvick Castle, Thomasin Tracts E90 (27) p. 3. 
27 Brooke, Discourse, p·. 86. 
28 Webster, Godly Clergy, p. 97. 
29 Strider, Lord Brooke, p. 22. 
30 Vivian de Sola Pinto, introduction to Robert Greville: The Nature of Truth 
(1969.) Lord Saye and Sele (1582-1662) was an important member of the 
opposition to Charles I and members used to meet at his house in 
Broughton. Lord Saye in 1630 established with Brooke the company for the 
colonising of New Providence island in the Caribbean, and they also 
obtained from Lord Warwick and the New England Company, a patent for a 
large tract of land on the Connecticut river which became known as 
' Saybrook', to which Saye and Brooke sent over a shipload of colonists. In 
1633 they also purchased a plantation in what is now New Hampshire, but 
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Lord Brooke has been described as an'extreme puritan' who 

'regarded the whole hierarchy (of the Church) as a part of 

antichrist.. .an imposture .. .'31 In his own words, it is clear that 

his views on episcopacy were strong; he considered that both 

the nature and the office of bishop was displeasing: ' (Bishops) 

spend all their time in Criticall, Cabilisticall, Scepticall, 

Scholasticall Learning ... (which) gives no sound food to the 

Reasonable part of man.'32 Another problem was that the 

bishops were not behaving in a godly and sober manner, 

claimed Brooke. Instead, he complained, they 'spend as much, 

or more time at Cards or Dice ( or worse) than at either of their 

callings. '33 For Brooke thought it clear that the godly laity 

should have more of a role in the church, and thus the whole 

government of the Church needed reforming. He believed that 

the church should be ruled democratically, so that 'in election 

of officers, in decision of Controversies, in cases of 

Conscience, in Excommunication, the whole Church disposes 

everything, not the Bis}1ops, not the Presbyters alone. '34 Also, 

Brooke's democratic views on the powers of church members 

went hand in hand with his idea of the separation of Church and 

State; in a remark which clearly suggests a good deal of 

demanded a hereditary aristocracy there if they were to move over there 
themselves! (D.N.B ed. Sidney Lee, vol. L, 1897). 
31 JB Marsden, The Histo,y of the Later Puritans (London 1854). p. 30. 
32 Brooke, Discourse, p. 1 and 10. 
33 Ibid. p. 113. 
34 Op.cit. p. 85. 
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common ground with separatists, lay people should have as 

much power as the clergy, and in civil matters even more: 'So 

long as the Church, in her Church Tenets, intermeddleth not 

with State matters under the notion of Religion, I suppose the 

Civil/ power is not to interpose.35 

William Dugdale, writing the 'Antiquities of Warwickshire' 

in 1730 commented that, in his view, Robert Brooke had been 

'unhappily tainted by the subtilty of some active 

Nonconformists, with Antimonarchical principles. ' 36 Perhaps 

Sterry was himself one of such men. Yet the main impetus for 

such radicalism must have come from Brooke himself, for in 

fact it had probably originated, or at any rate been strengthened, 

by his sojourn in the United Provinces a few years previously.37 

Certainly Clarendon declared that the peer, along with Lord 

Saye, was considered to be a ' positive enemy' to the whole 

church fabric, as he desired a total dissolution of Church 

35 Op.cit. p. 30. 
36 William Dugdale, The Antiquities ofWanvickshire, (1730), vol.II, p. 767. 
37 In addition to Cambridge, Brooke also spent time in the Low Countries at 
the University of Leyden, -see Thomas Spencer, The Genealogie, Life and 
Death of the Right Honourable Robert Lord Brooke, Baron Brooke of 
Beauchamps Court ed Philip Styles in Miscellany One, ed. Robert Bearman 
(Publications of the Dugdale Society, volume 21 , 1977.) It seems that the 
United Provinces had a profound effect on him and perhaps even influenced 
his Puritanism, as in 1641 he described their system with evident approval : 
it lets ' every Church please herselfe in her own way, so long as she leaveth 
the State to herselfe. And how Religion doth flourish there is known to most 
men . .. ' (Brooke, Discourse, p. 91 ). 
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government.38 For Brooke had always been one of the most 

conspicuous of the government's opponents,39 with links to 

main members of the opposition, such as Lords Pym40
, Saye, 

and Knightley.41 The royalist Clarendon remarked that Brooke 

could only have been 'with the most difficulty' reconciled to 

the government of Church or State42 although Brooke never 

viewed himself as being in any way a rebel, claiming in 1642: 

'We are no Rebels, but dutifull in all we do.'43 

However, in 1642, Brooke musingly exhorted the House of 

Lords to 'proceed to shed the blood of the ungodly,' whilst one 

of his chaplains, Simeon Ashe, rode out to battle with swords 

and pistols, as chaplain of his regiment. Certainly, Brooke 

appeared to be allied with the 'unconquerable militancy' of the 

godly saints.44 Although such militancy strikes us as rather odd 

38 Edward, Earl of Clarendon, Clarendon 's History of the Rebellion and civil 
wars in England, re-ed. W Dunn Macray (Oxford 1888) p. 309. 
39 Hughes, Wanvickshire, p. 115. Indeed, Brooke was so allied with the 
Parliamentarians that after the Restoration, any reference to him in remotely 
praiseworthy terms was. apparently an embarrassment: After the Restoration, 
Baxter blotted out a passage in the Saints Everlasting Rest in which he said 
that he looked forward to seeing Brooke, Pym and Hampden in heaven! 
(See Christopher Hill, The experience of defeat, (London 1984), p. 213 . 
40 John Pym (1584-1643) was the unacknowledged leader of the House of 
Commons during the Short Parliament of 1640. 
41 Sir Richard Knightley d.1639 was also one of those of the company of 
adventurers for Providence island. A committed Puritan, he also had a local 
connection with Brooke, as he had married the daughter of Thomas Lucy of 
nearby Charlecote. (DNB ed. Lee, vol.XXXI, 1892). 
42 Edward, Earl of Clarendon, Histo,y of the Rebellion, p. 474. 
43 Brooke, Speech, p. 5. 
44 John Spurr English Puritanism 1603-1689, (London 1998) p. 102. 

29 



when considered in conjunction with Brooke's remarks on 

toleration (see below) they have to be seen in the context of 

Puritan preoccupations with the rule of the godly, and in the 

idea of clearing away the ungodly to make way for a society fit 

for Christ's rule.45 For such millenarian ideas particularly 

gathered momentum over the next few years, and Sterry 

himself was to be, for a time, an enthusiastic expositor of such 

views, seeing violence against the 'ungodly' as aided by Christ, 

in order to establish His millenarian kingdom.46 Brooke was 

able to employ godly militancy in his role as Parliamentarian 

Lord Lieutenant of Warwickshire, the position to which he was 

appointed by Parliament in spring 1642;47 this was a position he 

occupied with great success, beating the royalist Earl of 

Northamptonshire for control of the local militia.48 In the same 

year, Brooke stressed his religious faith and claimed that he 

45 For example, the widely-read book by Richard Sibbes (1577-1635) had an 
influence on Calvinist militancy: The Bruised Reed and Smoaking Flax, 
1630, in which all existence is the conflict of Christ against Satan-the 
foreordained outcome of which is the triumph of the elect, (see Haller, The 
Rise of Puritanism, New York 1938). 
46 See particularly Sten-y, Commings: 'The Light of the Glory of God hath 
shewen over your Heads .... you have washt your Steps in Butter, while your 
Enemies have washt their Steps in their own Blood.' (p. 28). Elsewhere, 
Brooke stresses that church and state should be kept separate, and this also 
applies in matters of godly militancy: 'the long Robe and the Sword doe not 
well agree.' (Discourse, p. 68). 
47 Vivian de Sola Pinto, introduction to The Nature of Truth, (London, 
1969). Following his appointment, Brooke defeated the royalist force under 
the Earl of Northampton, at Kineton, August 1642. In February 1643, 
Brooke captured Stratford-upon-Avon, occupying Lichfield on 1 st March. 
48 Hughes, Politics, p. 137. 
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was fighting 'for God, for liberty and all', whilst he accused the 

royalists of fighting merely 'for their lust, their will, for 

tyranny, to make us slaves, and to overthrow all .. .'49 

Significantly, along with the Puritan peer, Lord Saye, Brooke 

had refused to help Charles I impose episcopacy on Scotland, 

and was imprisoned in York for declining an oath prescribed by 

the King.5° For Brooke's sympathies were clearly with the 

Scots, on whom the imposition of the new Prayer Book led to 

riots in Edinburgh.51 His eirenical views on toleration, and his 

anger at Laudian innovations, would have only increased his 

feelings of sympathy for them. Thus in 1639 he only barely 

escaped imprisonment by the Privy Council for corresponding 

with them in the same year that they forced a truce on the 

king's army in Scotland. 52 During the following year, Brooke 

petitioned the king to summon Parliament and make · a treaty 

with Scotland. Thus it seems that at this time, Brooke was one 

of those Puritans who very much set the agenda for the reverse 

of Laudian innovation~, following the Scottish occupation of 

the north and the consequent reliance of Charles I on 

49 Ibid, p. 7. The fact of Brooke fighting for God' s truth, is expressed by the 
sympathetic writer of his elegie: ' It was the Gospels late eclipsed light. For 
which thou li ' st thus low in death and night.' (An Elgie upon the much 
lamented Death of the Rt. Hon the Lord Brooke, (1643) . 
50 de Sola Pinto, introduction to The Nature of Truth, (1969). 
51 SputT, English Puritanism, p. 95. 
52 Hughes, Politics, p. 116. 
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Parliament's support.53 Meanwhile, Brooke's covert links with 

the rebels in Scotland remained strong. Interestingly, in the 

winter of 1640-41, the accounts of Warwick Castle show that 

one shilling and one pence was paid out for tobacco 'when the 

Scots Lords suppt' (in London) and in 1641, seven pounds was 

paid, significantly via Peter Sterry, who was acting, one can 

only assume at considerable risk to himself, to a Dr Rutterford 

and a Dr Frost54-the first of whom was an intermediary 

between members of the opposition and the Scots, whilst the 

other was himself a Scot. Brooke obviously believed Sterry was 

to be trusted with such sensitive matters and was of the same 

mind as he, and therefore Sterry was intimately involved in the 

political intrigues of the day. 

However, despite Brooke's key involvement with the 

opposition's political intrigues, his importance as a religious 

patron is clear. Thomas Spencer, in his biography of Brooke of 

the 1640s, claimed that Brooke was 'a dear foster father ... to 

many ministers, allowing them yearly pensions or salaries,' as 

was the case with Peter Sterry, whose patronage by Brooke is 

evidenced by . the appearance of Sterry on the pay roll of 

Warwick Castle.55 Brooke also patronised Samuel Clarke. 

53 SpulT, English Puritanism, p. 96. 
54 John Halford, John Ha/ford's Accounts, MS CR 1866 (W.C.R.O). 
55 Vital evidence of Brooke's role as Ste1Ty' s patron is shown in the Halford 
Accounts of Warwick Castle. For example, Sterry was paid quarterly 7s 10d 
in the accounts from 1640-1641. He was then paid half-yearly 1 ls 12d in the 
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Following Clarke's harassment as a curate in Cheshire for 

nonconformity, and subsequent harassment in both Coventry 

and Warwick (from the then vicar of St Mary's), Brooke 

offered him his Alcester living.56 Yet, interestingly, and in tune 

with his views on liberty of conscience, Brooke patronised 'not 

only those that were his way, but also such as did conform to 

the church government. .. ' 57 However, his closest associates 

amongst the clergy did share his Puritan views. For example, 

on November ih 1639, Dugard described a dinner party at the 

house of Richard Venour, the new vicar of St Mary's Warwick, 

at which were present Lord and Lady Brooke, Mr and Mrs 

Bryan, Mr and Mrs Ashe, Mr and Mrs Butler, Dugard and his 

wife, as well as Peter Sterry;58 all of whom were committed 

Puritans, whether Presbyterian or Independent. So once more 

Sterry was at the centre of godly Puritanism. 

Brooke's radicalism was effective in that it made Warwick 

Castle something of a refuge for those harassed Puritan clergy 

such as Samuel Clarke, .who were increasingly feeling the need 

of a patron's protection and of a more cohesive network of like

minded men. Even Puritans from further afield felt the need of 

records for 1641-1642. (Halford, Accounts, MS CR1886/TN1307, 
W.C.R.0). 
56 Hughes, Politics, p. 82. 
57 Thomas Spencer, The genealogie, life and death of the Right Honourable 
Lord Brooke, ed. Philip Styles in Miscelleny I, Dugdale Society 
Publications XXXI, (Oxford 1977) p. 163. 
58 Dugard, Dia,y of Thomas Dugard, Add. MS 23146, (B.L). 
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Brooke's support, as for example, William Kiffin who, 

imprisoned for lay preaching in Southwark in 1642, went to 

Lord Brooke for assistance.59 One of Brooke's chaplains, along 

with Sterry, was the Presbyterian Simeon Ashe,60who often 

travelled with Brooke when he was in London.61 Many Puritans 

from miles around flocked to hear Ashe, who had been ejected 

from his Staffordshire living for refusing to read the Book of 

Sports from the pulpit.62 It was perhaps the close association 

with men like Simeon Ashe which clarified Sterry's own 

beliefs regarding Presbyterianism later on in his career, when 

he attacked ' rigid ' Presbytery for its similarity with Papacy, 

whilst recognising the virtues of the denomination.63 

Thus the Puritan meeting-group around Brooke helped 

strengthen Puritanism both within Warwick, and across the 

whole county, and similar meetings to those of Lord Brooke 

survive from most areas where there were Puritan ministers in 

any numbers, such as in London and Northamptonshire.64 For, 

as a result of the efforts of Brooke and the godly men of his 

59 Murray Tolmie, The Triumph of the Saints- the separatist churches of 
London, 1616-1649, (Cambridge 1977), p. 49. 
60 Simeon Ashe," Presbyterian, (d.1662) had studied at Emmanuel College, 
Cambridge, and strongly attacked the 'Book of Sports.' Although a 
parliamentarian, he later opposed extreme Cromwellian policy. (DNB, ed. 
Stephen, vol.II, 1885). 
61 Hughes, 'Thomas Dugard' in Historical Journal (Cambridge 1986) 
vol.29, p. 776. 
62 Spurr, English Puritanism, p. 89. 
63 See especially, Peter Sterry, England's Deliverance. 
64 Tom Webster, Godly clergy, p. 55. 
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circle, around three or four sermons were to be heard every 

Sunday in Warwick in the 1630s-at the Parish Church, in 

churches outside the town, and the Castle. Also, throughout the 

1630s, the weekly combination lecture at Warwick (which 

ensured regular preaching, and usually took place either weekly 

or monthly, often in a market town) survived, despite the 

suppression of Stratford-upon-Avon's, and was preached by 

ministers in rotation.65 The diary of Thomas Dugard gives us a 

wonderful insight into the world of the Puritan clergy of 

Warwickshire in the 1630s; they seemed to spend much time 

travelling around the county, listening to other godly ministers 

preach; for example, Dugard remarks that on October 151
\ 

November 16th and November 23rd, 1639, he heard Peter Sterry 

preach in St Nicholas' Church, Warwick.66 Therefore yve can 

see here the emphasis placed by Puritans on regular sermons, 

and it clearly proves that Sterry was an enthusiastic and active 

member of the local, Puritan preaching circle. Years later 

Sterry advised his wayward son to 'hear a good sermon once in 

the week days if you can .. .' no doubt remembering how for 

himself as a yQung man in Warwickshire such sermons were a 

key support to his faith. 67 

65 Ann Hughes, 'Thomas Dugard and his circle in the 1630s-a ' Parliament
Puritan connection?' in Historical Journal vol. 29 (Cambridge 1986) p. 775. 
66 Dugard, Dia,y,Add. MS 23146, (B.L). • 
67 Sterry to son Peter, MS 292, date unknown, p. 218, (E.C.L). 
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III. Lord Brooke and Platonism 

It has been claimed, that Lord Brooke was the 'first 

Englishman to present in an original treatise the fundamental 

ideas which later in the century bore riper fruit in the thought of 

the Cambridge Platonists.68 Arguably, Brooke's 1640 Nature of 

Truth, which has been described as 'an expression of the 

idealism of the Renaissance,'69 was a significant stimulus to the 

formation of Platonic ideas during the early decades of the 

seventeenth-century. Issues of tolerance, unity and deification 

are only some of the ideas in Lord Brooke's work found also in 

the work of the Cambridge Platonists. We know too that the 

Cambridge Platonist Nathaniel Culverwell, in An Elegant and 

Learned Discourse of the Light of Nature (1652), recognised 

his debt to Brooke, in particular for his idea of there being a 

'kind-of supernatural and wonderful sense', the role of which is 

the 'welcoming and entertaining' of spiritual truths.70 We also 

know that the library of the Cambridge Platonist, John Smith, 

included a copy of the Nature of Truth. 71 Certainly within this 

work, and, to a lesser extent, Brooke's Discourse concerning 

68 W.R Sorley, A 
0

Hist01y of English Philosophy, (Cambridge 1920) p. 81. 
For Brooke's influence on Cambridge Platonism, see Strider, Lord Brooke, 
p. 233. 
69 William Haller, The Rise of Puritanism, (New York 1938) p. 334. 
70 Nathaniel Culverwell, An Elegant and Learned Discourse of the Light of 
Nature, (Edinburgh 1857) eh.XVI, p. 223. · 
7 1 See John E. Saveson, Some aspects of the thought and style of John Smith, 
the Cambridge Platonist, (unpublished PhD dissertation, University of 
Cambridge, 1956). 
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the Nature of that Episcopacy (1642) are contained the kernel 

of many ideas found in Cambridge Platonism, many of such 

views overlapping with Sterry's. 

Unity for both Brooke and Sterry is fundamentally 

important, and indeed, underpins everything they think and 

write. Brooke believed that all Being, 'is but one Emanation 

from above, diversified only in our apprehension,' 72and 

Ficino---who strongly influenced both Brooke and Sterry

describes a rather Plotinian emanation of unity from unity: 

'light necessarily flows from one single principle of everything, 

which we call the One Itself. .. ' 73 Peter Sterry also claims that 

'everything that is, as far as it is, is one.' 74 For as Brooke 

similarly maintains, all beings 'seemeth to breath and catch 

after unity,75 and this unity means that 'All Being is the same in 

Nature ... a beame of that excellent light, and therefore in 

Metaphysics Truth and Being are one.'76 However, John 

Wallis, . in his rebuttal of Brooke's Nature of Truth criticised 

such a view, claiming t~at Brooke was in danger of 'mounting 

too high in the exalting of Truth, to confound the Creator with 

the Creatur~, by making her God.' 77 This was a criticism that 

72 Brooke, Nature ofTn,th, (1969) p. 120. 
73 Ficino, Symposium, 3rd speech, ch.XVII, p. 214. 
74 Appearance, p. 422. 
75 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 32. 
76 Ibid. p. 26. 
77 John Wallis, Truth Tried or Animadversions on a treatise published by.the 
Rt Hon Robert Lord Brooke entitled The Nature of Truth its union and unity 
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Sterry too was constantly open to, and led to his strong 

rebuttals of pantheism. 78 Certainly, the stress on the unity of the 

soul, truth and God could lead to problems in adequately 

communicating His transcendent 'otherness', and was why, as 

we shall see later, Sterry felt moved to stress both the 

immanence and yet transcendence of the divine.79 

As true Platonists, knowledge was for both men a form of 

reminiscence80-a point of disagreement Nathaniel Culverwell 

had with Brooke.81 Brooke and Sterry both claimed that such 

unity stretching before birth is also existent at the end of time 

when all things are reduced to a unity.82 Different times and 

places have no objective value, and are not different in 

themselves, but are part of a greater unity, in the same way that 

a stream filled with various springs, is not various, and 'is but 

one- streame,' 83 for along with Sterry,84 Brooke believes that 

with the Soul. (London 1642) in Thomas9n Tracts, E93.21, p. 7. John Wallis 
(1616-1703) was a well-known mathematician, and- interestingly- also a 
Calvinist, who attended Emmanuel from 1632-1640 (thus no doubt knowing 
Ste1Ty) and was a pupil of'the scientist Francis Glisson. Later he used his 
cryptologic art on behalf of the Parliamentary party, and contributed to the 
founding of the Royal Society. (DNB ed. Lee, vol.LIX, 1899.) Brooke 
never read Truth Tried as he died when the book was on its way to him. 
78 Eg. Commings, Epistle Dedicatory. 
79 Appearance,p. 105. 
80 Eg. Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 46. Sterry, DFW, p. 99. 
81 Culverwell, An Elegant and Learned Discourse, p. 96: Culverwell for 
example agreed that reason was the candle of the Lord, but thought that the 
Platonists 'were deceived in the time when 'twas lighted.' 
82 Brooke, Nature of Truth, ed. De Sola Pinto, p. 42; Sterry, RRR, p. 225. 
83 Brooke, Nature of Tn1th, p. 90. 
84 Sterry, MS 295, Nov. 22nd 1659, p. 38, (E.C.L). 
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time and place have no real existence since all creatures have 

existed with God from all eternity85
• Such a view is again 

attacked by Wallis, who demands to know why, if time and 

place have no objective existence, Brooke does not then 

logically thus believe in transubstantiation instead of being 

vehemently opposed to it? However, Brooke's view of creation 

as an emanation from God means that, for him, the admitting of 

succession-a former and a later- is blasphemous to the 

Divine86 because, if one makes Time anything, they 'annihilate 

all the act of the Creation; that is (they will admit) of no one 

.:: · , 87 per1ect act10n. 

Such unity led Brooke to link the faculty of the 

understanding with both truth and God: 'whilst life is light and 

light is Truth, and Truth is conformity to God and the 

Understanding as we yet discourse of it ... the Understanding 

and Truth can be but one.' 88 Brooke claims that truth's throne is 

the understanding89 and Sterry remarks in the same vein, 

though in a more mystical tone: 'what Understanding would 

not joyfully lie down for ever, and lose itself in the gloriously 

85 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 99. Brooke's stress that time and place have 
no real existence, and so that the world itself has no real being, has been 
said to anticipate the idealism of Berkeley and Hume on causation. (Sorley, 
English Philosophy, p. 43). 
86 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 99; Sterry, DFW, p. 100. 
87 Brooke, Nature ofTmth, p. 97. 
88 Ibid. p. 5. 
89 Ibid. p. 2. 
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soft and bright Bosom of Divine Wisdome ... ?'90 This unity 

means that understanding cannot be the recipient of truth, as 

Brooke believes that the recipient and the thing received are 

one, resulting from an 'emanation divine' 91 and so the 

understanding is both light and truth.92 Additionally the will 

and the understanding are for Brooke, as for Sterry,93 one, and 

he sharply criticises those who believe that these two create two 

functions ofreason in the soul.94 

As a result of this unity of all things, the existence of evil is 

impossible, claims Brooke, and sin therefore is only a privation 

or non-entity;95 for, if evil had a being 'then we must either 

with the Manichees make Two sources of Being, or else God 

must be the author of it; which no man will affirme. '96 Sterry 

agrees that if sin were not mere privation it would have been 

created, and thus bear the impression of God which is 'contrary 

to the general stream of philosophy and divinity.'97 A similar 

idea is expressed by John Smith who describes sin as an 

'impotency and privati9n of all Being and Perfection' which 

90 DFW, p. 221. 
91 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 14. Whichcote also spoke of the truth by way 
of emanation. (Works, 1751, Discourse LIV, p. 120.) 
92 Ibid. p. 17. 
93 DFW. p. 6. 
94 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 146. 
95 Ibid. p. 101. 
96 Ibid. p. 109. Sterry too is aware of the danger of the Manicheans-that if 
sin were positive then it would be comprehended in God Himself: this is 
'contrary to the general stream of philosophy and divinity.' (DFW, p. 153.) 
97 Sterry, DFW, p. 153. 
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has 'no consistency in itself, or foundation of its own to support 

it. '98 The result of such a belief however, is that pain is 

described as only 'a bare privation of spirit and strength' ,99 an 

idea attacked by John Wallis, who remarks that pain is as real 

as pleasure. 10° For, indeed, there seems to be a real danger here 

in both Sterry and Brooke denying the ultimate reality of pain 

and suffering. 

Brooke's appreciation and desire for unity leads him to 

recognise the strength of both Arminianism and Calvinism, 101 

and he advises that humans should not 'maintain two 

covenants, one of workes, another of grace, seeing grace is 

graceless without works, and works worthless without grace, 102 

a similar position to that held by Sterry. 103 However, Brooke's 

ideas on the issue of the freedom of the will are more resolutely 

Calvinist than Sterry's, as he roundly claims that God and free 

will are incompatible104 and, like Calvinr he believes that there 

98 John Smith, Select Discourses, (1660) p. 475/6. 
99 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 112. 
100 John Wallis, Truth Tried, p. 86. 
101 The Arminians believe that human salvation is due to the grace of God, 
and people can respond in freedom to the divine, gaining merit through 
good works. The Calvinists believe that faith 'the illumination of God' has 
'eternal election for its rule' (see John Calvin, Institutes, transl. Henry 
Beveridge, London 1953, book 3, ch.XXIV, p. 256). 
IOZ Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 164. 
IOJ Sterry, DFW, preface. 
I0

4 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 52. 
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is within man spontaneity, not free will. 105 For Sterry, too, 

regarded will as a determining power, and as a faculty of true 

freedom allied with grace. 106 Brooke' s belief in unity leads him 

to claim that neither can the soul refuse its deiformity by grace, 

since when grace is given by God to the soul 'the soul cannot 

reject it because they are no more Two but one ... .' 107 Such 

knowledge of union with divine grace, being eternal, as we 

shall see, gave Oliver Cromwell comfort on his deathbed. 

Unity then also leads Brooke to the joining together of 

knowledge and affection, which he regards as 'different 

degrees in the same nature ' , affection being merely the 

perfection of knowledge, 108 and, in fact, sometimes preferable 

to knowledge, as the 'truth of truth lies in the affection.' 109 

Such a connection is evident too in Smith's work where God is 

best discerned by an 'Intellectual Touch' of Him: 'we must see 

with our eyes and hear with our ears, · and our hands must 

handle the word of life,' 110and similar sentiments are expressed 

too by Sterry, which we.shall consider later. 111 

105 Ibid, p. 50. Once man has total free will he becomes a paitner with God, 
claims Calvin, ·as God impresses man with movement, whilst, man 
voluntarily regulates his own actions. (John Calvin, Institutes of the 
Christian Religion, transl. Henry Beveridge, vol.I, (1953,) p. 175). 
io6 DFW. p. 8. 
107 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 11. 
108 Ibid. p. 62. 
109 Op.cit. p. 70. 
110 Smith, Select Discourses, p. 3. 
111 Appem·ance, p. 185. 
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Ideas of deification follow from this idea of affective reason; 

for example, Sterry maintains that God Unites Himself to the 

understanding, 112 whilst Brooke describes the understanding as 

a 'Ray of the Divine Nature, warming and enlivening the 

creature, conforming it to the likenesses of the Creator.' 113 

Moreover, Brooke stresses the importance of the affections in 

understanding: ' I affirm confidently .. . that he, who soars upon 

the wings of Affection, and layeth himself in the arms of Jesus 

Christ, ... such a one knoweth more of God .. . .' 114 Thus, for 

Brooke, knowledge and affection are merely different degrees 

of the same nature and that, indeed, affection is the perfection 

of all knowledge, 115 as 'the truth of truth lies in the 

affection.' 116 Such an emphasis on affective reason is also 

found in Sterry. 117 Both men espouse an affective reason and 

theory of deification similar to that of the Cambridge Platonist 

John Smith-who we remember was · probably taught by 

Sterry118-and who claimed: 'when Reason once is raised by 

the mighty force of the Divine Spirit into a converse with God, 

it is turned into Sense; That which before was only Faith well 

11 2 Ibid., p. 108. . 
113 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 3. The Cambridge Platonists used the idea of 
deification a lot-for example John Smith Select Discourses, 1660, p. 2, and 
Whichcote, Works, p. 233. For more views on deification, see later chapter. 
114 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 62. 
115 Op.cit, p. 69. 
116 Op.cit. p. 70. 
117 Steny, MS 295, Nov. 22nd 1659, p. 36, (E.C.L). 
11 8 John Smith entered Emmanuel in 1636. 
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built upon sure Principles ... now becomes Vision ... ' 119 Such 

sentiment is very like Plotinus's 'intellectual touch', which is 

the result of the soul's true end to 'touch that light and see by 

itself. 120 

Significantly, even though also a Calvinist, Brooke was 

more ready to link together philosophy and theology than the 

cautious Sterry, and he asked: 'why do we make philosophy 

and divinity two Sciences? What is true Philosophy but 

Divinity, and if it be not true, it is not Philosophy?' 121 Such 

themes are common in Cambridge Platonism, particularly in 

the work of Whichcote122 who constantly joins together 

philosophy and theology, reason and faith, under the 

declaration: 'I oppose not Rational to Spiritual, for Spiritual is 

most Rational.' 123 These positive views on reason anticipate 

those of the Cambridge Platonists, although their more 

optimistic stress on reason's abilities differs from the more 

cautiol)s warnings of Sterry and Nathaniel Culverwell. Yet in 

Brooke's thought, thei:e are no cautions regarding reason's 

damage after the fall, for reason, continued Brooke, is the 

'degree of lig~t.. .(the) ample sphere of Truth which is the All 

11 9 John Smith, Select Discourses, p. 16. 
120 Plotinus, Enneads, transl. A. H Armstrong, (Cambridge Mass. 1984), 
V.3.17. 
12 1 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 124. 
122 Whichcote, Aphorisms, 1703, p. 118: ' It is a gross mistake to oppose the 
Faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, to the Moral part of Religion ... ' 
123 Ibid. p. 136. 
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in us, and besides which we are wholly nothing;' 124 sense alone 

is no sound judge, thus there is need for the soul 'to be raised to 

its supreme height of power, and it will clearly see, that all the 

actings of reason which seem several]. .. are but one, a fixt 

entire unity.' 125 Therefore, as unity pervades all things, thus 

then 'neither doe faith and reason differ', for though they might 

differ in degrees, Brooke highlights that they do not differ in 
126 Th. . . . p . nature. 1s 1s a most mterestmg statement; untan 

Independent as he was, Brooke's idea on reason does not so 

much fit in with conventional Independency, which tended to 

regard the difference between unregenerate reason and 

regenerate as a difference of nature and not just of degree. 

Could Brooke therefore perhaps have been following the 

Presbyterian line on this point? 127 

Another fascinating fact is that Lord Brooke employs the 

term 'candle of the Lord' to describe the reason which God 

'hath lighted in men.' 128 Its use as early as 1641 or 1642 in his 

Discourse concerning the Nature of that Episcopacy suggests 

124 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 22. 
125 Ibid. p. I06. 
126 Op.cit. p. 47: John Wallis attacked this view, claiming that faith and 
reason do differ, as reason is a faculty and faith is a habit. (Truth Tried, p. 
51). 
127 Noel Henning Mayfield makes a most convincing argument for a subtle 
difference between Independents and Presbyterians over issues of reason 
and conscience, (see Puritans and Regicide-Presbyterian and Independent 
Differences over the Trial and Execution of Charles Stuart, Lanham 1988, 
P:· 153). 

28 Brooke, Discourse, p. 22/25. 
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his significant role in the early dissemination of an idea so 

beloved of the Cambridge Platonists. The term 'candle of the 

Lord' (from Proverbs 20:27) became a popular term amongst 

Platonic, latitudinarian divines such as Benjamin Whichcote, 

particularly during the early 1650s, 129 and Whichcote himself 

may have been employing this expression as early as the late 

1630s-the exact date is unclear. Sterry and Culverwell, 

however, whilst agreeing with the basic premise of the candle 

of the Lord as the spark of the divine within one, are far more 

cautious regarding reason's relationship to faith, both because 

of the need to define reason carefully, and because of the 

greater stress they put on the wide distance between nature and 

grace. For as we shall consider later, it is only when reason is 

spiritualised by God's gift of grace that one can see something 

of the divine. Thus although Culverwell regarded Brooke 

highly, and also claimed that 'Reason and Faith have kissed 

each other' and that the understanding is the 'candle of the 

Lord' 130
, he defined his terms carefully for reason alone is 

unable to 'pierce into God's mysterious and unsearchable 

129 Robert A. Greene, 'Whichcote, the candle of the Lord and Synderesis', 
JHI 52 (1991) p. 626. In 1651 Whichcote employed the phrase in the 
university commencement speech and in another sermon, and George Rust 
P:reached a sermon containing it at Christ's. 
3° Culverwell, 'Spiritual Opticks-or a Glasse discovering the weaknesses 

and imperfection of a Christian's kingdom in this life' in Elegant and 
Learned Discourse, (1652) p. 178. 
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wayes.' 131 Similarly, as we shall consider at greater length later 

on, Sterry also held to the Calvinist view here and used the 

term 'candle of the lord' with caution, believing, as did 

Culverwell, that reason's abilities had been gravely damaged 

by the Fall 132 and that God's grace was fundamental. 

However, a particularly attractive similarity between Brooke 

and Sterry's thought is especially evident in their Augustinian 

emphasis on love. 133 Brooke declared that God has reduced all 

decrees into one commandment, that of love134 and indeed, to 

know more is to love more, for what good we know, we are.' 35 

Peter Sterry similarly advised his readers to 'study and practise 

that great Command of Love, as the lesson of thy whole 

Life .. .' 136 In conversion, Brooke recognised the importance of 

persuasion rather than coercion: 'man may be led but cannot be 

compelled,' 137 and even on the battlefield, Brooke ·put his 

tolerant principles into practice, anxious-to preserve the peace 

of the kingdom. He advised his soldiers to try to 'attaine their 

desires without the effusion of bloud,' 138 whilst Sterry later 

131 Culverwell, Elegant and Learned Discourse, p. 5. 
132 Teachings, p. 24. 
133 As Burnaby states, for Augustine, love is the foundation of the unity of 
Christians. (John Burnaby, Amor Dei, London 1938, p. 101). 
134 Brooke, Nature of Tntth, p. 36. 
135 Ibid. p. 59. 
136 DFW, preface. 
137 Brooke, Discourse, p. 4. 
138 

A Famous Vict01y obtained by the Rt. Hon. The Lord Brook's against 
the Earl of Northampton (Warwickshire August 1642) (B.L) Thomasin 
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preached a similar tolerance in battle when he reminded his 

readers that a friend could lie hidden beneath an enemy's 

helmet. 139 

Following on from his tolerant stance, as we have seen, 

Brooke particularly expressed fury at the many Laudian 

religious decrees of the 1630s, and maintained that he would 

not see things 'purely Indifferent, made Absolutely Necessary, 

to the insupportable burden of all mens consciences.' 14° For 

many of the matters Indifferent, (Laudian clergy) have injoyned 

as necessary ... (such) as Cassocks, Gowns, Tippets ... Weighty 

matters indeed, for Grave, Learned, Reverend Divines to spend 

their time and thoughts upon.' 141 Similarly to the later 

Latitudinarians, Brooke urged his readers not to argue about 

indifferent, practical matters as the Scriptures expressed simply 

Tracts, El09.19. p. 6. Such ideas of toleration ma:5' have been influenced too 
by Jacobus Acontius, who, arriving in England in 1559 from Italy, 'must 
ce1tainly have been known to Anglican fiberals like Chillingworth and to 
Puritan lay intellectuals like Lord Brooke.' (William Haller, The Rise of 
Puritanism, p. 195). His.Satanae Stratagemata was published in Latin and 
French in Basle in 1565, and translated into English in 1648, (by an 
anonymous friend of Samuel Hartlib) however, his ideas were well known 
in England for a long time before this. (Ibid.) Jacobus Acontius believed that 
toleration alone would lead to civil peace. He prayed for a 'true and living 
charity' (book 2, p. 47) and the need to avoid all 'curious and vain 
controversy.' (Book 4, p. 123), from Darkness Discovered (Satan's 
Stratagems) (1651) (New York 1978). 
139 DFW, preface. This could also, of course, have been a sad recognition of 
the painful divisions which the civil war often wrought between .family and 
friends. 
140 Brooke, Discourse, p. 12. 
141 Ibid. p. 15. 
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and clearly the way to live, 142 and Peter Sterry, too, realised 

that a good many things were adiaphorous in outward worship, 

as these were all insignificant compared with the overarching 

spirit of Christ. 143 Benjamin Whichcote espoused a similarly 

tolerant doctrine when he maintained that 'if God doth not 

make application to men, where He doth not give, He doth not 

require,' 144 for once a person walks in the light of God, they 

should no longer worry about adiaphorous issues as they know 

that the Scriptures are perfectly clear about the important 

matters of life145
• 

Fitting in well with such tolerant sentiments is Brooke's 

emphasis on the importance of inner, rather than outward, 

expressions ofreligion, and the inward reformation of the heart. 

For, in a statement akin to Cambridge Platonism, Brooke 

declared that he was sceptical of those outward ceremonies of 

worship presenting an 'outward shew of humility, but which 

give th,e heart 'leave to play the Trewant', 146 a sentiment which 

tied in with Ralph Cuqworth's desire in 1647 for an 'inward 

reformation of the heart147
. ' As Brooke claimed, as well as the 

spirit, the em~hasis should also be upon the practical duties of a 

Christian, and thus one should behave as if 'every day, every 

142 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 165. 
143 Sterry, Appearance, p. 413. 
144 Whichcote, Works, (1751) p. 157. 
145 Whichcote, 'Aphorisms', in Works, p. 165. 
146 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 156. 
147 Cudworth, Sermon before the House of Commons, (1647), p. 82. 
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duty, is ... a holy day, an ordinance divine 148
.' Such a godly way 

of living should also apply to the Lord ' s Supper, and, as a 

Puritan, Brooke stressed that this should be approached in 

particular reverence--everyone should approach the Table with 

careful self-examination first 149
• Such a view seems to tie in 

with Cromwell's later plans for a ' godly reformation' in 

England, when as we shall see, Sterry also declared the need 

for 'humiliation and reformation' in religion. 150 

So by now the similarity of the Nature of Truth to 

subsequent Cambridge Platonism should be apparent, and also 

the affinity between Sterry and Brooke's thought also noted. 

For within Brooke's works-and in particular the Nature of 

Truth-is much mystical Puritanism, of a kind, and of a very 

similar style to that later exhibited by his chaplain Sterry. 

However, it is often an overlooked fact that Brooke was clearly 

influenced by his chaplain. We know, for ·instance, that Brooke 

was apparently intellectually guided by some 'schismatical 

preachers .... ' and, in particular, helped in the composition of 

both his treatises by 'some Puritannical minister.' 151 Yet, in 

148 Brooke, Natur~ of Truth, p. 165. Augustine, claims Burnaby, believed 
something similar: charity and goodwill were important as Augustine 'never 
ceased to believe that through the life of moral activity men became fit for 
the contemplation of God.' (Burnaby, Amor Dei, p. 69). 
149 Op.cit. p. 166. The selective admittance of only the godly to the 
communion table was an important Puritan tenet, and their sti'ictness in 
enforcing such selection differed from the Laudians. 
150 Spirits, p. 17. 
15 1 Anthony Wood, Athenae Oxonienses, (1691), p. 445. 
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particular, there is a strong argument to be made that Sterry is 

the 'Friend' to whom Brooke claims he gave the 'substratum' 

of his discourse, and who then, in Brooke's own words, 

'imbellished' his thought with 'so much wit and learning that I 

durst not call it mine ... 152
,' a claim which is supported by the 

only biography of Peter Sterry to date, by Vivian de Sola 

Pinto 153
• 

Sterry certainly would have been admirably equipped to 

further encourage his patron's Puritan brand of Platonism. We 

have noted that, for instance, by the time Peter Sterry was 

acting as chaplain for Lord Brooke in 1638, he already had 

strongly Platonist tendencies and had been key in the 

introduction of Platonism to Cambridge University, along with 

John Sadler. Interestingly, the John Sadler link is even more 

significant, for Sadler, who later became Master of Magdalene 

and a rabbinical scholar with links . to the Cromwellian 

administration, wrote the preface -to Brooke's The Nature of 

Truth. There therefor~ also appears to have been a small 

Platonist circle surrounding Lord Brooke, as well as a Puritan 

one. However, unfortunately, there is much that we do not 

know for sure regarding any possible influence of Sterry and 

Brooke on the early development of Cambridge Platonism, 

such as whether Sterry did indeed, as is possible, teach Smith 

152 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 174. 
153 de Sola Pinto, Peter Steny, p. 12. 
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and Cudworth in Emmanuel, whether perhaps Brooke and 

Whichcote knew each other at Cambridge, and how far the 

doctrines espoused in the Nature of Truth spread. We have 

already noted Whichcote's admiration for his pupil Sterry, 

although it certainly appears to be the case that any Platonising 

encouragement given to Whichcote and others would have been 

subtle, and one of a variety of such influences. However, at the 

very least, acknowledgment should be given to both Brooke 

and, in particular, Peter Sterry, for providing early stimuli to 

the general Platonising tendency slowly appearing in England 

in the late 1630s and early 1640s, culminating in the later 

important theological and philosophical works of Cambridge 

Platonism. 

IV. Death of Lord Brooke 

Although Sterry was to remain as chaplain to Lady Brooke 

for a few years more, his service to the Puritan Lord Brooke 

ended violently in March 1643 whilst the latter was 

commanding a Parliamentary army besieging a Royalist force 

in the cathedra~ close in Lichfield. William Dugdale, writing an 

account of the occurrence in 1730, reported that Brooke was 

'unfortunately shot in the Eye, as he stood in a door-whither 

he came to see the occasion of a sudden shout made by the 
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soldiers.' 154 Poignantly, on the way to his death, Brooke is 

supposed to have instructed his chaplain-very probably Peter 

Sterry himself -to preach on the text of Esther 4: 16: ' if I 

perish, I perish155
.' Touchingly, Sterry's high regard for him is 

evident in a remark four years after his death, when no doubt 

Brooke was still at the forefront of his mind; he remembered 

the casualties of the civil war as 'our friends, Men of best 

Wisdome, Courage and Integrity taken off the Stage156
.' 

We have already remarked on Sterry's intellectual influence 

on Lord Brooke. Yet this influence on the radical, opposition 

peer was not all one-sided, so how significant had Brooke been 

for Sterry? Such an influence is hard to judge, yet certainly at a 

very basic level Brooke was crucial in providing him with vital 

contacts with opposition politicians, many of these being later 

at the centre of Interregnum politics. Sterry's appointment to 

the Westminster Assembly in 1643, his invitation to be a 

preacher to Parliament by 1645 and so on, all owed much to his 

patronage by the important Puritan and opposition figure, Lord 

Brooke. However, more than this, Brooke had introduced 

Sterry to a wid~r circle of Puritan intellectuals, the meetings, 

154 William Dugdale, The Antiquities of Wanvickshire, vol II, (1730). 
155 Strider, Lord Brooke, (1958) p. 72. Clarendon remarks that Brooke was 
killed whilst sitting in his chamber, with the window open. Significantly, he 
also claims that Brooke's chaplain- again very likely Sterry- was present. 
(Edward, Earl of Clarendon, Histo,y of the Rebellion and Civil Wars if! 
England, re-ed. W. Dunn Macray 1888, vol. II, p. 174). 
156 Clouds, p. 54. 
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lectures and sermons of whom, all no doubt helped to further 

clarify and formulate Sterry's own thinking during a significant 

period of his intellectual development. Association with 

Presbyterians, separatists, and the religiously militant such as 

Brooke himself, Simeon Ashe, and others, all had a profound 

effect on Sterry and probably cemented his own opposition to 

the King and Established Church. Consequently, the next few 

years were to see an increasingly radical, millenarian emphasis 

to Sterry' s sermons, and most certainly his years in 

Warwickshire as chaplain to Lord Brooke had provided him 

with many stimuli towards this end. 
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3 

Sterry and Millennarianism 

I. Sterry and Parliament 

We have just seen that, rather than being a rather 'other

worldly' Platonist, Peter Sterry, as Lord Brooke's trusted 

chaplain, was very much a part of the intrigue and 

Parliamentary plotting that had been taking place with the Scots 

during the Bishops' wars. And as he moved to London after 

Brooke's death, Sterry should not be regarded as an 'ivory 

tower' theologian on the periphery of the remar~able 

contemporary political events; it is, for example, no surprise 

that Sterry maintained his firm allegiance to the Parliamentary 

regime, and, from his appointme'nt to the Westminster 

Assembly m 1643 onwards we can increasingly see him 

positioned very much at the centre of political affairs. His 

importance is particularly evident later on in his career, during 

the Protectorate, when evident favour was bestowed upon him 

by Oliver Cromwell, and we can only estimate the significance 

of Sterry's thought on Cromwell's-very similar-ideas for a 

godly nation. 
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Fascinatingly, Sterry's close involvement in government 

tasks during the Civil War, Commonwealth and Protectorate 

may have also led to an aquaintance with the poet John Milton 

who was also involved in working for the government during 

this period. 1 Interestingly, Lord Brooke was admired by John 

Milton in his Areopagitica (1644) for his 'meekness ' and 

'breathing charity' and exhortations of tolerance to those who 

may be 'in some disconformity to ourselves,'2 and it would 

certainly be satisfying to think that Milton also held the man 

who aided Brooke to articulate clearly his own thoughts for 

publication, in as high a regard. However, there is no absolute 

proof that they even met, although it seems highly likely that, 

in both working for the government, and with Sterry's brother's 

probable employment alongside Milton, they did.3 

Sterry's name appears frequently in state papers of the mid

seventeenth century involved in many and various projects on 

1 Milton was appointed as Latin Secretary, a significant job demanding 
much translating work which, because of increasing blindness he was less 
involved in by the time qf the Protectorate (see Christopher Hill, Milton and 
the English Revolution, New York 1977, p. 191). 
2 John Milton, Areopagitica, 1644, reprinted in English Reprints, ed. 
Edward Arber, (London 1868) p. 73. 
3 On August 14tn, 1650 the State Papers claim that 'Mr Milton' with a 'Mr 
Sterry' as his assistant was commissioned to 'view and inventory all 
records, writings and papers' belonging to the assembly of the synod. CSP, 
Dom. series 1650, vol. IX, ed. Everett Green, London 1876, p. 286.(P.R.0) 
However this is almost certain to have been not Peter Sterry but his brother 
Nathaniel Sterry, who was apparently employed alongside Milton in the 
' Secretariat for Foreign Tongues' and walked alongside a famous 
assortment of men at Cromwell's funeral including the blind poet himself, 
Samuel Hartlib and Andrew Marvell. (See Hill, Milton, p. 213). 
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behalf of the governments of both Commonwealth and 

Protectorate. For example, in 1652 he was one of the clergy 

instructed to return 'thanks and praise to the Lord' for His 

mercy in 'giving the late seasonable victory to the fleet of this 

Commonwealth against the Dutch fleet' 4 and also served on a 

committee in January 1656 collecting for distressed Protestants 

in Piedmont.5 Around the same time he is noted as presenting 

Cromwell with a certificate of good conduct in support of a 

schoolmaster prohibited from teaching since 1650 for reading 

the Book of Common Prayer-an interesting and convincing 

example of his toleration towards those with whom he 

disagreed.6 Additionally, Sterry was often asked to report on 

the content of books7 and in 1656 he was one of those 

reviewing the books of the late Archbishop of Armagh 'to 

report what manuscripts or other books be bought by the 

state ... '. 8 He also became part of a program to raise godly 

standards and therefore was also frequently asked to examine 

the fitness of certain clergy,9 by acting as one of Cromwell's 

4 This refers to both the battles of Portland and the Gabbard which in 1653 
ended the two year long war with the Dutch over trade. CSP (Domestic 
series 1652-3) ed. Everett Green, vol. XXXVII, (1878) p. 16, (P.R.O). 
5 CSP (Dom. series 1655-6) vol. CXXIII, (1882) p. 100, (P.R.O). 
6 Ibid. p. 69. 
7 CSP (Dom. Series 1653-4) vol. XXXVIII, (1878) p. 189, (P.R.O). 
8 CSP (Dom. series 1655-56) vol. CXXXVIII, (1885) p. 320, (P.R.0). 
9 CSP (Dom. series 1658-9) vol. CLXXXI, (1885) p. 5, (P.R.O). For 
example, on May 4th 1658, Ste1Ty and two others verified the holiness ·of 
life, ability and fitness for the ministry of a Thomas Lamb (p. 5) and on 
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'Triers'-a national arrangement set up in March 1654 by the 

Protector to examine all new clergy.10 

More importantly, Sterry was able to exert influence as a 

preacher to Parliament, and he was first appointed as preacher 

to the Council of State in July 1649, and also assigned lodgings 

at Whitehall, 11 this ~rrangement apparently continuing in the 

same manner yearly. 12 From 1643 Parliament had initiated a 

series of 'fast sermons,' which were to take place monthly as an 

aid to spiritual regeneration, 13 and Sterry found himself 

increasingly called upon to preach such sermons, especially 

after 1645. For the Presbyterians' failure to 'establish a viable 

Sept. 20th 1654, Sterry and a 'Mr Lockyer' were to inquire into the fitness 
of 'Thomas Bridge of Petworth' to preach the Gospel. They consequently 
requested that the Council 'take off the bar put on him by the Ordinance 
concerning sequestered persons,' and referred him to the committee for the 
appropriation of ministers, in reference to his fitness in preaching CSP 
(Dom. series 1654) vol. LXXVI, (1880) p. 369/373 (P.R.O) Sterry 
additionally looked into the spiritual fitness of an ·Ed Natherly, a fellow of a 
Cambridge college, and ascertained his submission to the government. 
CSP, (Dom. series 1655), vol. XCIX, (1881) p. 50, (P.R.O). 
10 The 'Triers' aimed at religious reform as well as constructing a broadly 
Protestant church. Thex included Baptists and Presbyterians as well as 
Independents. 
11 CSP (Domestic series 1649-1650) vol. II , (1875) p. 239 (P.R.O). Sterry 
was also granted 200 pounds per annum as a minister to the Council. (Ibid. 
vol. III, p. 374). · 
12 For example, Sterry was appointed, along with 'Mr Peters and Mr Caryl' 
to be the ministers appointed to preach before Council in Whitehall Chapel 
'as they did last year, with the same allowance'. CSP (Dom. series 1651-52) 
vol. XVI, (1877) p. 56, (P.R.O). 
13 'From the beginning of the Fast Sermon program and the execution of 
Charles I, over 250 sermons were delivered.' (John F. Wilson, Pulpit in 
Parliament-Puritanism during the English Civil Wars, Princeton 1969,• p. 
120). 

58 



Church of England' led to a disenchantment of older 

Presbyterians and a significant rise instead in the fortunes of the 

Independents. 14 Thus it happened that the clerical 

Independents-'marginal and overshadowed during the early 

years of the first civil war'-became far more prominent, 15 and 

indeed dominated the Puritans in Parliament; therefore the door 

was open for the 'younger generation'-men such as Peter 

Sterry. 16 So from 1645 Sterry occasionally preached 17 at the 

Commons fast sermons, and at the equivalent event in the 

House of Lords, 18 as well as sometimes preaching the Powder 

Plot sermons which occurred annually on the commemoration 

of Guy Fawkes day .19 In addition, Sterry preached at one of the 

customary sermons of thanksgiving to commemorate 

Parliament's successes-in his case, thanksgiving for the 

(somewhat dubious) Protestant victory over the Irish by 

Parliamentary forces at Drogheda and Wexford.20 We can see 

14 Ibid. p. 90. 
15 Ibid. p. 120. . 
16 Ibid. p. 89. The Cambridge Platonist Ralph Cudworth preached to 
Parliament in 1647 and Benjamin Whichcote also probably preached, 
although his sermons are not published. 
17 Wilson maintains that Ste1Ty was not as 'active in the fast system as one 
might expect him to have been.' (Wilson, Pulpit in Parliament, p. 119). 
18 The Teachings of Christ in the Soule .. . was the last sermon preached to a 
regular fast in the House of Lords, which would be printed. 
19 England's Deliverance, Nov 5th 1651, and Way a/God, Nov. 5th 1656. 
2° Commings, Nov. 1st 1649. Cromwell defended the tragic occurrences in 
Ireland by claiming it as a victory for Protestantism, oppressed for so long in 
that land claiming that '20 OOO Protestants were massacred in Ireland' since 
Mary Tudor married Philip of Spain. (Cromwell, 'Speech at the opening of 
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the Protector's regard for Sterry in 1655 when he was asked to 

preach ' once on the Lords Day at Whitehall Chapel or 

Hampton Court ... ' 21 

A perusal of Sterry's sermons to Parliament persuades one 

that they are consistently filled with a Puritanical obsession 

with the workings of Providence, as well as an apocalyptic 

hope.22 Indeed they are a significant area of study in that they 

offer a clear insight into the millennarian views of mid

seventeenth century England. As a result of the ravaging, bitter 

civil war, England had experienced 'such sad days of blood, 

terrors, sighs, groans, depopulations and desolations ... 23 Yet 

Sterry tried to remain optimistic: 'Our Counsailes many be 

scattered, our Armies broken, yet we shall have the same 

strength, the same Army: For both are fed from the sam~ Unity, 

their proper Angel.. .'24 Again it seems that Sterry' s belief in 

the unity of all things, and his conviction· that in the meantime 

Parliament', Sept. 17th 1656, in Writings and Speeches, ed. Abbot, vol. IV, 

r· 263. 
1 CSP (Domestic series 1655), vol. XCIX, (1881) p. 11, (P.R.O). 

22 Sterry' s sermo!Js are based on a variety of texts from both the Old and 
New Testaments. His sermons also appear to fit within the Puritan 'Plain 
style' in that they consist of a clarification section, followed by confirmation 
and affomation of the text. The ' heart of the exhortation' was always to be 
found in doctrine. (See Wilson, Pulpit in Parliament, p. 160). 
23 Sterry' s reply to David Brown, Naked Woman, 1652, p. 9. Perhaps as 
many as 3.7 % of the English nation were killed during the civil wars. 
(Quote from Charles Carlton, Graham E. Seel Regicide and Republic, 
Cambridge 2001, p. 104). • 
24 Clouds, p. 53. 
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God will sustain His people with love and grace, constantly 

upholds him. 

II. Millennarianism and Radicalism 

Amidst the turmoil of the mid seventeenth-century, a Welsh 

theologian called Morgan Llwyd encapsulated crucial elements 

of millennarianism in a few rhyming verses: 

'Faure things expect within few years 
To men a Judge most strange 
To Rome a fall. To Jewes a call 
To heaven and earth a change25

.' 

Morgan Llywd, whom we shall frequently come across, is 

particuarly worth our consideration as a mystical Welsh 

Puritan, who briefly toyed with Fifth Monarchism, but who was 

to become a prominent early father of Welsh nonconformity, 

particularly through his effo1ts in raising preaching standards 

across Wales, through his itinerant preaching, and by therefore 

striving to 'make Puritanism Welsh' .26 Interestingly, he first 

met Sterry in civil w~r Bristol, when the latter apparently 

visited Llywd's 'gathered' congregation;27 as we shall see, he 

later turned to Sterry in a correspondence lasting from 1651-

1656 in order to clarify many of his own views on various 

25 Morgan Llwyd, 'The Third Trumpet, or Last Allarme' in Gwiethiau, ed. 
J.H Davies, (1908) p. 54. 
26 M. Wynn Thomas, Morgan Llywd, (Wales 1984) p. 16. 
27 Ibid. p. 4. 
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theological subjects, particularly regarding Boehme's theology 

and millennarianism.28 

It was during the middle decades of the seventeenth-century 

that millennarianism as a movement became increasingly 

popular, experiencing its greatest 'vitality and significance' in 

the 1640s and early I650s.29 During the 1640s the extensive 

freedom of the press meant that a large amount of millennarian 

books were published.30 Millennarians believed that, at some 

time prophesised in Scripture, Christ would appear on earth, 

28 Morgan Llwyd (1619-59) was 'converted' to Puritanism in his native 
Wrexham in 1634, and later served his congregation there faithfully for 
thirteen years. However, he was also politically active, serving as a 
Parliamentary army minister during the civil war, and leading a horse troop 
in 1651 to defeat the Scots. As a radical millennarian desiring the reign of 
King Jesus, he was angry and dismayed at the failure of the Barebones 
Assembly of 1653 and briefly joined the Fifth Monarchists, signing a 
petition in 1654 against the Cromwellian regime. However his belief that 
ultimately he must obey the ruling powers and his growing stress on a more 
inward millennarianism rather than political radicalism, meant that he 
became trusted again by Cromwell (perhaps through Sterry' s intervention?) 
Sterry certainly influenced him, and Morgan Llwyd viewed SteJTy as a 
' learned preacher to turn to in moments of religious and political doubt.' 
(see Wynn Thomas, Morgan Llwyd, p. 3-7 and 12; N.I Matar, 'Peter SteJTy 
and Morgan Llwyd ' in The Journal of the United Reformed Church Hist my 
Society, vol. 2, no. 8, Oct. 1981 , p. 275). 
29 John F. Wilson, ' Comment on ' Two Roads to the Puritan millennium', 
Church History 32, (1963) p. 340. Surprisingly millennarianism was 
considered heretical in the sixteenth century when both Luther and Calvin, 
as Augustine centuries before, denied the existence of a future millennum. 
(See Peter Toon ed. Puritans, the millennium and the future of Israel
Puritan eschatololgy 1600 to 1660, Cambridge 1970, p. 19.) 
Millennarianism' s popularity in the seventeenth-century was undoubted; 
Grotius estimated that 'about eighty books expounding millennarianism had 
been published in England by 1649' . (A. R Dallison, in Peter Toon ed. 
Puritans, the millennium and the future of Israel, p. 128.) 
30 B. S Capp, The Fifth Monarchy Men, (London 1672) p. 36. 
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either at the beginning or end of the godly saints' rule on earth 

for one thousand years.31 In the seventeenth-century, 

millennarianism had become a key tenet of faith for several 

Puritans for reasons including the greater Jewish exegesis of 

Old Testament prophecies, Reformed Protestantism's view of 

the Bible as the Word of God, and the fact that later editions of 

the Geneva Bible claimed Old Testament prophecies for the 

conversion of the Jews. Writing in 1653, within the few months 

of the Nominated Assembly's existence which seemed to bode 

so promisingly for those earnestly hoping for godly reform, the 

reign of Christ and His saints on earth were, felt Sterry, of 

'universal consequence to all persons and states ... of a very 

great seasonableness for the present times. ' 32 

So why was this the case? Why was millennarianism so 

topical and appealing to mid-seventeenth century clerics and 

politicians,33 and indeed, to all levels of society?34 It has been 

argued that its strength lay in the expectation that 'divine 

intervention would ac~ieve changes which had proved 

3 1 Both beliefs were adhered to by seventeenth-century millennarians-' pre' 
and 'post' -millennarians. 
32 Preface to Nathaniel Homes, The Resurrection Revealed, 1654. 
33 Using the collection of London bookseller George Thomason that 
examined the new works of ministers living in England and supp01ied 
Parliament in the civil war, apparently just under 70% were millennarians. 
(B. S Capp, Fifth Monarchy Men, p. 38). 
34 B. S Capp claims that millennarian ideas were 'at all levels of society' by 
the mid 1640s, and the belief that the millennium would a1Tive at 'such and 
such a day in such a week' was the ' common talk about London and sp 
consequently all over England,' (Fifth Monarchy Men, p. 45). 
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impossible of attainment by ordinary political means. '35 

Nathaniel Homes, for example, exemplified a common form of 

millennarianism, when he claimed that the saints on ea11h 

would visibly possess 'power and dominion over the earth for a 

thousand yeares ... ' 36 Yet such a government was not identical 

with Christ's millennial kingdom which was 'distinct and 

different'; rather it was a mere preparatory, interim one.37 

Importantly, millennarians believed their apocalyptical ideas 

to be inherently rational. Indeed, millennarianism seemed to 

produce an order and rationale for the confused and frightening 

contemporary times. Certainly the detailed calculations to 

predict the exact coming of Christ were themselves seen to be a 

rational undertaking, involving the careful deciphering of 

Scriptural texts. Henry More also claimed that millennarianism 

could be seen as a vital, rational argument against atheism: 

'The deduction of things foretold from -the beginning of the 

Church. to the end of all . . . this is the greatest Evidence 

desirable to evince a Divine Providence over the Church and 

Affairs of Mankind, and consequently the existence of a God 
,38 

35 Christopher Hill, Antichrist in seventeenth-centwy England, (revised ed. 
Oxford 1990) p. 123. 
36 Nathaniel Homes, The Resurrection Revealed, (1654) p. 3. 
37 Mayfield, Puritans and Regicide, p. 76. 
38 Henry More, Apocalypsis Apocalypseos, (l 680) p. xvi. 
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Millennarianism could also be seen as going hand in hand 

with the execution of King Charles I. In fact, Noel Henning 

Mayfield believes that the structure of Independent thought 

contained 'from at least 1641, quite radical anti-monarchical 

tendencies,' 39 and Sterry' s own thought would appear to 

support such a thesis. The most influential millennarian 

Scriptures were particularly those in Daniel and Revelation40 

and Sterry similarly described three prophetic passages within 

these Scriptures 'which seem to be contemporary, and joyntly 

to have their Proper Influences on these days.' 41 These 

Scriptures, claimed Sterry, agree in ' a patty judging, a party 

judged, a kingdom sinking, a kingdom springing;42 the 'Ancient 

in Years' sat on His throne, 'the court sat, and the books were 

opened. '43 In the Book of Daniel four successive world empires 

are described, afterwhich an enduring kingdom would prevail. 

In particular Daniel chapter seven also spoke of the 'little horn' 

of the fourth beast which was waging war on the holy ones, the 

destruction of which would bring about the kingdom of the 

saints. So it is not surprising that English Parliamentarians 

opposing Cha~les I in the 1640s claimed in Scripture an apt 

representation of their plight. They believed that Charles I was 

39 Mayfield, Puritans and Regicide, p. 242. 
40 Daniel 7: 9-10, 22,26; and Revelation 3:14 onwards and 16:10, 13. 
4 1 England's Deliverance, p. 37. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Daniel 7:11. 
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represented in the Book of Daniel as the wicked 'King of the 

wicked fourth kingdom' who would 'hurl defiance at the Most 

High and wear down the Holy Ones ... He will then have it in 

mind to alter the festival seasons and religious laws, and the 

holy ones will be delivered into his power for a time .. .'44
; 

however 'when the court sits, he will be deprived of his 

sovereignty, so that it may be destroyed and abolished for 

ever.'45 The early thought too of Morgan Llwyd, in 1648, 

musingly proclaimed the imminent arrival on earth of King 

Jesus-'a meek, just, strong, faire, Prince Againe Hosanna 

sing.' 46 Unsurprisingly, Sterry's focus was-as it always was

Christological, and yet his beliefs also held daringly radical 

implications, since only four years before Charles I's execution 

Sterry proclaimed the only true King to be King Jesus: 'All 

your acts in Counsell and Camp will be Null, till the Lord Jesus 

be as the shout of a king, in the midst of you. ' 47 Thus, in 

Sterry's eyes, the members of Parliament were to be admired 

and praised for their handling of the royal execution as their 

radical actions had been wrought for the good of England and 

to the glory ?f God, Whose grace abundantly flowed upon 

them, His chosen instruments. As Sterry asked Parliament in 

44 The Revised English Bible, Daniel ch .7 v.25. 
45 

Daniel 7: 26. 
46 Morgan Llwyd, 'An appendix of the letters sent to the differing brethren' 
in Gweithiau, ed. J .H Davies, (1908) p. 19. 
47 Spirits, p. 23. 
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November 1649: 'Noble Patriots .. .! appeal to you ... whether 

God hath not wrought you ... to great things, beyond your Ayme 

or Imagination. ' 48 The regicide was therefore only the 

beginning of a range of more glorious occurrences of the 

millennium, ushering in Christ's second coming. Certainly 

Sterry's own thought appears very strongly to highlight the 

importance of 'Independent millennarian antimonarchism' in 

the execution of Charles I.49 

However, it was the Fifth Monarchist50 movement which 

expressly and explicitly linked millennarianism with radical, 

political, practical militancy. Probably never numbering more 

than about ten thousand,51 Henry More described them as 

believing that a Fifth Monarchy must be erected 'in which 

Jesus is personally to reign with the revived Martyrs in the 

Millennium here upon Earth, and that the way to these times is 

to be made by the sword. ' 52 The millennium was seen by the 

Fifth Monarchists as a 'practical or social' occurrence, rather 

than in spiritual and ecclesiastical terms,53 and they combined 

48 Commings, p. 15. 
49 For more on this fascinating topic of millennarianism and the regicide see 
Mayfield, Puritans and regicide, p. 109. De Sola Pinto may have been 
mistaken to declare with such certainty that 'Sterry was no regicide.' (De 
Sola Pinto, Sterry, p. 40). 
50 The name comes from Daniel 2:44-45. 
51 Capp, Fifth Monarchy Men, p. 81. 
52 More, Apocalypsis Apocalypseos, p. xxv. 
53 B.S Capp in Peter Toon ed. Puritans, the millennium and the future of 
Israel, (Cambridge 1970) p. 66. 
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political ideals, such as the establishment of the Mosaic code in 

law, with a radical apocalyptic message. Fifth Monarchists 

were influenced strongly by the Book of Daniel where in 

chapter 27 the kingdom and dominion over it are granted to the 

saints. 

From 1649 the movement's presence had been felt in its 

petition for a new form of godly government to replace the 

Rump Parliament. At first, desires of the Fifth Monarchists 

matched Cromwell's, whom they met twice, in his dissolution 

of the ineffective Rump in April 1653. They were delighted by 

the establishment of the Nominated Assembly, consisting of 

one hundred and forty godly men, based partly on the model of 

the Jewish Sanhedrin-now perhaps the true godly millennium 

could begin. However, the Fifth Monarchy men were likewise 

furious when only five months later the Assembly was 

disbanded and powers returned to Cromwell, as the moderates 

and conservatives in the Assembly became alarmed by radical 

plans to end tithes. Hencef01th, Cromwell found the Fifth 

Monarchists to be politically subversive and destructive of 

order in the ~ountry, as increasingly their revolts54 and 

pamphlets aimed at bringing down the government, and to 

destroy existing laws and tithes. Cromwell's anger was 

54 For example their attempted revolt of April 1657 when an extreme group 
planned a march to East Anglia to gain more suppmt, only to be 'arrested by 
the government as they assembled.' (Capp, in Toon ed. Puritans, the 
millennium and the future of Israel, p. 83). 
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increased when the sect rejected his authority, proclaiming only 

Christ as King.55 The ring-leaders frequently preached 

subversive sermons against the government, and consequently 

spent much time in and out of prison. Moreover, worst of all, 

radical Fifth Monarchists such as the extremists Vavasor 

Powell and Christopher Peake began to claim that it was 

Cromwell and not Charles I who was the evil 'little horn' of 

Daniel chapter 7, and who would set himself against the 

saints.56 At his wits end Cromwell turned to Peter Sterry and 

made him preach obedience to the Fifth Monarchists.57 Sterry 

consequently condemned the Fifth Monarchists as a 'threat to 

order, ' 58 and considered that their willingness to use violence to 

advance the kingdom of God threatened the Cromwellian 

regime, which he himself always tried to defend theologically. 

Perhaps it was in remembrance of Sterry's sermonising that 

prompted Peake in 1656 to write a scathing pamphlet 

denouncing both Cromwell and his chaplains: 'It is not to be 

expected that (Cromwell's) court chaplains who are fed at his 

table should lift up their heel against their Good Lord and 

Master, in testjfying openly that his counsells are evill, that his 

55 Oliver Cromwell, Writings and speeches, ed. Abbot, vol. III, (Harvard 
1945) p. 434. 
56 P .G Rogers, The Fifth Monarchy Men, (Oxford 1966) p. 41. 
57 Capp, Fifth Monarchy Men, p. 73. 
58 Ibid. p. 93. 
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Instrument ( of Government, which installed Cromwell as 

Protector in December 1653) is an ugly Idol ... ' 59 

However, the movement itself was increasingly in disarray 

because of certain argumentative characters within it: Llwyd 

(himself a former Fifth Monarchist) claimed that some of the 

group were 'so furious and conceited that they cannot own each 

other in all things ... 60
' Thus, by the closing years of the 

Protectorate, they have been viewed as a rather pathetic group 

which made a 'desperate attempt to revivify an impulse which 

was severely atrophied. ' 61 

Yet not all millennarian thought was radically in favour of 

regicide, and in fact Sterry' s later, more inward-focused 

millennarianism itself proves this point; it must not be 

considered as a uniform movement in seventeenth-century 

England. As we have seen, there was the more radical, political, 

millennarianism as espoused by the Fifth Monarchists and, in 

the 1640s, by the regicides (including the early thought of men 

such as Sterry and Morgan Llwyd), as well as a more spiritual, 

mystical millennarianism. This was by far the most common 

form, and the ~ind increasingly turned to by Sterry and Llwyd 

59 'The Prophets Malachy and Isaiah Prophesying to the Saints and 
professors of this generation' (1656) quoted in Rogers, Fifth Monarchy 
Men, p. 76. 
60 Llwyd, MS 114437 B, 17th Feb. 1657, (N.L.W). 
61 John F. Wilson, 'Comment on ' Two Roads to the Puritan millennium', 
Church Histoty 32, (1963) p. 340. 
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during the 1650s.62 Generally, Sterry's millennarian impulse is 

apparent from his preaching of the mid 1640s right up until his 

correspondence to his daughter Frances as late as 1657,63 

although it altered its emphasis from radical and practical to 

devotional and allegorical. Thus Sterry's more political 

millennarianism is clearly evident in certain sermons before 

Parliament of the late 1640s and early l 650s64 when the godly 

reign of the saints appeared imminent, and the execution of the 

King fitted so many apocalyptic prophecies. However, despite 

this early radicalism, Sterry was emphatically never allied with 

the Fifth Monarchists and always strongly objected to the 

movement, as did Cromwell, on the grounds of threatening the 

stability of the Cromwellian Protectorate. Yet at the very least 

it can be said that Sterry's radically apocalyptic sermons of the 

1640s certainly contributed towards building the foundations 

62 Noel Henning Mayfield describes the two sorts of millennarianism as a 
'New Eschatology' of p1:ocla'iming a temporal, future millennium, and an 
anti-temporal, Augustinian eschatology, with the first of these views being 
held by the religious Independents from the early 1640s (Puritans and 
Regicide, p. 15/16). 
63 After 1657 there seem to be no ove1tly millennarian comments in Sterry' s 
writings. After the death of Cromwell, and the ensuing desh·uction of all 
political hope, there was generally more of a resigned, contemplative note to 
his writing, as shall be discussed more extensively later. 
64 The Commings forth of Christ in the Power of His Death, (1649) for 
example, as been described as one of the most overtly millennarian Fast 
sermons of the 1640s. (See Matar, Peter Steny, p. 5.) England's 
Deliverance from the Northern Presbyte1y, 1651, is striking also in its 
strong millennarianism. 
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for the 'more active millenialism' of the Fifth Monarchists65 in 

the 1650s. 

III. The Coming of the Millennium 

In his millennarianism Sterry was influenced by a variety of 

different sources. The main one, naturally enough, and as we 

have already seen, was Scripture. Additionally, one might 

consider that Joseph Mede66 would have had a great influence 

on Sterry's millennarianism, being a particularly influential 

millennarian at this time, and his Clavis Apocalyptica (1627 

and 1632) having been translated into English in 1643 by order 

of a committee of the House of Commons.67 Additionally, 

Mede held the Greek lectureship in Cambridge from 1614-38, 

and influenced Sterry's Cambridge Platonist colleague Henry 

More.68 Yet, surprisingly, there seems to be no evidence to 

suggest much specific influence by Mede on Sterry; for 

65 Nigel Smith, Pe,fection Proclaimed-language and literature in English 
Radical Religion 1640-1660, (Oxford 1989) p. 9. 
66 Joseph Mede (b. 1586) remained for several years in Christ's College 
Cambridge where he taught Henry More amongst others. He remained loyal 
to the doctrine of the Church of England whilst espousing millennarian 
doctrines. 
67 Hill, Antichrist, p. 28. 
68 More remarked that 'he that I am most beholden to is that incomparably 
Pious and Learned Person Mr Joseph Mede.' (Apocalypsis Apocalypseos,, p. 
249). 
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example, Mede's need to 'synchronize'69 various apocalyptic 

symbols within Scripture is notably absent in Sterry's 

thought,70 although Mede's 'postmillenial' belief that the 

millennium would occur simultaneously or after Christ's 

coming was adopted by Sterry and the majority of 

contemporary millennarians. 

However, Sterry was more clearly influenced by other 

millennarian writers, such as Thomas Brightman,7 1 a 

Bedfordshire rector whose influential Works were published 

posthumously in 1644. Brightman claimed that there were two 

millennia-the first lasting from Constantine until 1300, and 

the second inaugurated in 1300; from then on Christ would 

become increasingly manifest until His Second Coming in 

around the year 2300. Sterry too saw the faint glimmerings of 

the godly millennium in the fourteenth-century in the person of 

John Wycliffe,72 after whom the Gospel 'shined on' the 

Bohemians who prophesied of · the 'great Luther'-the 

69 Mede claims that he <;ompares various prophecies between themselves 
and 'with the seales' by way of 'synchronisme.' (Clavis Apocalyptica, 1643, 
p. 2). 
70 Sterry lacks even Thomas Brightman's application of the various 
apocalyptic symbols, such as 'vialls full of odours.' (Brightman, A 
Revelation of the Apocalypse, 1644, p. 65). 
71 Thomas Brightman (d.1607) obtained his BO from Queens' College, 
Cambridge in 1591 , and became a rector at Hawes, Bedforshire. Nahil 
Matar (Peter Steny, p. 2) maintains that pariicuarly Ste1Ty's 1649 and 1651 
sermons exhibit a 'great reliance' on Brightman's eschatology. Brightman's 
millennarianism had also been admired by Lord Brooke. 
72 John Wycliffe, of course, was revered by later Protestants for translating 
the Bible into the vernacular. 
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'morning star.' 73 At the beginning of the seventeenth-century 

there had also appeared Brightman's influential Revelation of 

St. John (1609) which contained a history of the trials of the 

churches from the time of Christ onwards and was particularly 

influential in his prediction of the glorious unity of Jews and 

Christians at the end of time. 

This wondrous unity between Jews and Christians, 

energetically supported by Sterry, was a key point of 

significance to many contemporary millennarians, for, given 

that in the views of the saints, the millennium was to occur, the 

purpose of Christ's return to earth was eagerly debated. Sterry 

believed that there was need of Christ's return 'for several 

ends' including for 'the conviction of the world, conversion to 

the Jews, glorification to the Saints, renovation to the 

creature. '74 Certainly, convictions like Sterry's that the 

conversion of the Jews was an imminent apocalyptic event was 

a popular belief during the 1640s and 1650s and Nathaniel 

Homes talked of the Jews' 'Restitution to the Church' and of 

their 'great share in this Millenarie life ... '75 As Cromwell 

remarked: 'since there was a promise of (the Jews') conversion, 

means must be used to that end, which was the preaching of the 

Gospel, and that could not be had unless they were permitted to 

73 England's Deliverance, p. 36. 
74 Preface to Nathaniel Homes, The Resurrection Revealed, 1654. 
75 Homes, The Resurrection Revealed, (1654) p. 60/ 62. 
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reside where the Gospel was preached.' 76 Such a desire for the 

readmittance and the ensuing conversion of the Jews was also 

expressed also by Henry More who looked forward to a time 

when 'this bloody and idolatrous Hierarchy will be put an end 

to, and that both Jew and Gentile will become one Fold under 

One Shepherd, Jesus the True Messiah .. .'77 We shall see later 

how reflections on a Jewish conversion were intimately tied not 

only with millennarian beliefs but also with ideas on freedom 

of conscience, for the readmission of the Jews to England was a 

live issue during the Interregnum,78 and was an idea defended 

by Sterry, Cromwell and others precisely on millennarian 

grounds 79
. As 'self-appointed agent of the Jewish world80

' and 

rabbi of Amsterdam, Menasseh Ben Israel wrote his Hope of 

Israel with passages full of messianic expectation and 

prophecy, which made a great impression when published m 

76 Oliver Cromwell, Writings and Speeches, vol. IV, p. 53. 
77 More, Apocalypsis Apocalypseos, p. xxiv. 
78 For example Henry Finch's The Calling of the Jews .. . (1621) described 
the destruction of Rome and then the start of the Jewish conversion. This 
book would have been well known to the 'Cambridge Puritans of the 
1630s,' (see Toon ed. Puritans, the millennium and the jillure of Israel, p. 
33). 
79 Sterry's Platonist friend from Cambridge, John Sadler (1615-74), of 
Magdalene College, linked the re-entry of the Jews to the conversion and 
millennium, (Rights of the Kingdom, 1649), as did Samuel Hartlib (1600-62) 
in Clavis Apocalyptica, 1651. 
80 Richard H. Popkin, The Third Force in seventeenth-centwy thought, 
(Leiden 1992) p. 346. 

75 



reside where the Gospel was preached.' 76 Such a desire for the 

readmittance and the ensuing conversion of the Jews was also 

expressed also by Henry More who looked forward to a time 

when 'this bloody and idolatrous Hierarchy will be put an end 

to, and that both Jew and Gentile will become one Fold under 

One Shepherd, Jesus the True Messiah ... ' 77 We shall see later 

how reflections on a Jewish conversion were intimately tied not 

only with millennarian beliefs but also with ideas on freedom 

of conscience, for the readmission of the Jews to England was a 

live issue during the Interregnum,78 and was an idea defended 

by Sterry, Cromwell and others precisely on millennarian 

grounds 79
• As 'self-appointed agent of the Jewish world80

' and 

rabbi of Amsterdam, Menasseh Ben Israel wrote his Hope of 

Israel with passages full of messianic expectation and 

prophecy, which made a great impression when published in 

76 Oliver Cromwell, Writings and Speeches, vol. IV, p. 53. 
77 More, Apoca/ypsis Apocalypseos, p. xxiv. 
78 For example Henry Finch's The Calling of the Jews .. . (1621) described 
the destruction of Rome and then the start of the Jewish conversion. This 
book would ha; e been well known to the 'Cambridge Puritans of the 
1630s,' (see Toon ed. Puritans, the millennium and the fi1t11re of Israel, p. 
33). 
79 Sterry's Platonist friend from Cambridge, John Sadler (1615-74), of 
Magdalene College, linked the re-entry of the Jews to the conversion and 
millennium, (Rights of the Kingdom, 1649), as did Samuel Hartlib (1600-62) 
in Clavis Apoca/yptica, 1651. 
80 Richard H. Popkin, The Third Force in seventeenth-centwy thought, 
(Leiden 1992) p. 346. 

75 



the millennarian atmosphere of England in 1650.81 

Significantly, Sterry himself was intimately involved in the 

discussions over whether or not to grant residence to the Jews 

in England and he was one of three ministers (including his 

colleague Hugh Peters) added by Cromwell to the investigating 

committee in order to add strength to those in favour of 

readmitting them.82 

Peter Sterry was typical of his period in being obsessed by 

the dates and times of Christ's coming and the ushering- in of 

this new, unified, godly society.83 As Morgan Llwyd pithily 

rhymed: 'Fifty goes big, or fifty sixe or sixty five some say But 

81 Lucian Wolf ed. Menasseh Ben Israel 's mission to Oliver Cromwell 1649-
56, (London 1901) p. xxvii . In addition to texts such as this-, Jewish 
Kabbalistical texts also exerted some influence on millennarians and no 
doubt helped in linking together ideas on the Jewish conversion and 
millennarianism. The Lurianic Kabbalah for example rem·ained optimistic 
amid the traumatic exile of the Jewish people from Spain in 1492, and 
claimed that in future they would return from exile and 'share millennium 
joys.' (Allison P. Coude1i, The Impact of the Kabba/ah in the seventeenth
centwy, Leiden 1989, p. J 23). 
82 'On December 11th 1655, Peter Sterry and Hugh Peters and Bulkely of 
Eton College were added to the ministers appointed to attend the Committee 
of Council about the proposals of Menasseh Ben Israel.' CSP (1655-6) vol. 
CII, London 1882, p. 52, (P.R.O). 
83 For example, Joseph Mede expected the end of the world between 1625 
and 1716. (B.G Cooper, 'The Academic Rediscovery of Apocalyptic Ideas 
in the Seventeenth Century', Baptist Quarterly XVIII, 1959-60, p. 360.) 
Generally, interest in millennarian prophecy had been popular ever since 
John Napier's 1593 A P/aine Discove,y of the whole Revelation of St. John, 
which went through twenty-three editions by 1700 and contained 
logarhthims used by Napier in order to penetrate the mysteries of the 
millennium. 
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within mans age, hope to see all old things flung away.' 84 In 

contrast, Sterry's own calculations as expressed in 1649 were 

ingenious and elaborate: 'If you take the three hundred and 

twelve years after Christ when Constantine was made a 

Christian and adde to that number one thousand two hundred 

and ninety years, the whole summe of years will amount to one 

thousand, six hundred and two years ... In this year, King James 

came to the crowne of England.' 85 However, 'blessedness is 

deferred until forty-five years after that time', (thus 1647/8.) 

The Devil has raged in the intervening years 'because he finds 

that his time is but short upon the earth. ' 86 With still further, 

more intricate calculations, in 1651 Sterry regarded as 

significant the claim that Noah prophesised the Flood one

hundred and twenty years before it came: 'The like figure unto 

this does Luther seem to be' 87 for Luther prophesised a· deluge 

of fire and destroyal of the Anti-Christ and this prophesy 

occurred in '1520 or 30 after Christ,,' therefore 'add to this one

hundred and twenty years and one gets to the year 1640, or 

even 1650' which-conveniently-'falls upon the present 

season. ' 88 Aft~r reading such long, torturous computations one 

is moved to consider whether perhaps Sterry would have done 

84 Morgan Llwyd, 'The Spring' , in Gweithiau, p. 22. 
85 Commings, p. 10/11. 
86 Ibid. p. 11. This comes from Revelation 20:3 when the devil is released 
for a short time before being bound at the millennium. 
87 England's Deliverance, p. 43. 
88 Ibid. p. 44/45. 
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better to have followed the more sensible advice of Nathaniel 

Homes, who refrained from predicting the millennium in such a 

precise manner, for the exact coming of Christ presented 'such 

dark and difficult problems ... whose punctuall determination 

doth not concern the essentials of our salvation. ' 89 

The theory of the 'Antichrist' during the 'apocalyptic 

atmosphere' of the late 1640s and early 1650s is difficult for us 

to recapture today.90 Antichrist was a popular idea in 

Protestanism having been espoused by John Foxe in his Acts 

and Monuments of 1583 in which he declared the Pope as 

Antichrist91 and Antichrist's fall was viewed in different ways. 

Henry More regarded the downfall of Antichrist as a glorious 

opportunity for the godly, and as a mark of the 'raising again in 

the Reformed Churches a sincere and fervent zeal after Truth 

. and Holiness, hearty love and Amity amongst themselves ... '92 

Others were yet more specific about the nature of the Antichrist 

itself and Nathaniel Homes, whose.millennarianism Sterry also 

admired, regarded the . 'glorious reig~e of the saints' as 

occurring 'upon the · fall of the fourth Monarchy, and its two 

limbs, of seven and three Horns ... Pope and Turk, Rome and 

Babylon. '93 Brightman meanwhile fully expected Rome to fall 

89 Nathaniel Homes, The Resurrection Revealed, p. 549. 
90 Hill, Antichrist, p. 106. 
9 1 Mayfield, Puritans and Regicide, p. 44. 
92 More, Apocalypsis Apocalypseos, p. xxv. 
93 From Daniel 7:24. Nathaniel Homes, Resurrection Revealed, p. 68. 
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in about 1650 and the Antichrist in about 1686,94 both of which 

predictions 'won a great deal of acceptance from the early 

1640s. ' 95 It is significant that Sterry never explicitly uses the 

term Antichrist96 although he does claim that when Christ 

returns to the earth then the destruction of Rome and the 

Papacy will also 'not be far off. .. '97 However, Nathaniel 

Homes declared that the Antichrist is 'the body, viz. the race of 

them that effectively oppose Christ, as Christ; and the Pope and 

Turk are two main limbs'98 and that the appearance of Christ at 

the millennium signalled the final destruction of Antichrist. 

Additionally, for extra confirmation of specifically the Pope' s 

role as Antichrist, Homes claimed that the numerical letters of 

the Pope's name written in either Hebrew or Greek99 made 

94 Brightman declared that ' the Pope of Rome is that Antichrist.' (A 
Revelation of the Apocalypse, 1644, p. 123). 
95 Christopher Hill, Antichrist, p. 26/27. 
96 

Sterry' s views on the Antichrist are somewhat hard to discern, but he 
appears never to explicitly use the term. It may be that his favouring of 
libe1ty of conscience may have had some role in this. E.g. he obviously did 
not consider the Pope to be· Antichrist, as he wrote of him as one day being 
on a 'throne in heaven; (DFW, preface.) Perhaps conversion could happen 
instead of bitter bloodshed; for although Sterry claimed in a sermon to 
Parliament in 1656 that there is an on-going war with the 'anti-Christian 
strength' of the Pope, this 'war' should be 'after a new manner, and shall be 
with the ' burning of a spiritual, and divine Fire.' (Wcry of God, p. 58.) As far 
as Oliver Cromwell too was concerned, the ' days of antichrist' had passed 
with his own ascent to power and the consequent liberty of conscience. 
(Cromwell, ' In exchange with John Rogers, Fifth Monarchist' in Writings 
and Speeches, vol. III, p. 612). 
97 Commings, p. 12. 
98 Homes, Resurrection Revealed, p. 86. 
99 Revelation 13: 18. 
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exactly 666, and that Mohamet written in Greek also made up 

this apocryphal number. 100 It seems that Morgan Llwyd too 

talked mysteriously of the 'apocalyptical times and seasons of 

666101. 

In 1649 Sterry proclaimed in a sermon to Parliament that the 

Last Days had now come102-a belief perhaps not that 

surprising amid the remarkable revolutionary events which had 

taken place in that year alone: 'This is your season to 

rejoyce ... now our Redemption draweth nigh .. .' 103 Sterry's 

millennarian optimism led him to preach that 'the Night is 

almost passed, the Day is at hand;' 104 'alarms come from all 

parts. Let these be to us Trumpets sounding triumphant 

flourishes to the Appearance of our Royal Bridegroom and to 

our Marriage-Day.' 105 'Blow ye whirlwinds, fly ye clouds, thou 

fire make haste and bring my Beloved: Come thou, come 

quick\y Lord Jesus.' 106 The saints should .be particularly alert 

to the 'frequent Eclipses of Sun and Moon', for the Heavens 

100 This number is talked of in Revelation chapter 13 v. 18 as the beast (who 
waged war on God's people, see v. 7) is supposed to represent a man's 
name, the numerical value of whose letters comes to 666. 
101 Morgan Llywd, MS 11436D, Marginal Notes, Word to the Protector etc, 
(N.L.W). 
102 Commings, p. 31. 
103 Ibid, p. 14. 
104 Spirits, p. 31. 
105 MS 289 p. 11-14, (E.C.L). 
106 England's Deliverance, p. 34. Here Sterry seems to be echoing 
Revelation chapter 22: 17 and 20: ' Come! Say the Spirit and the bride. 
Come! let each hearer reply! ... Amen. Come Lord Jesus!' 
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see the Lord and are troubled-'shall then His saints be 

insensible of Him?' 107 For the kingdom will come as a 'thief in 

the night,' without observation or multitudes or with outward 

noise, 108 although an earthquake occurs, the sun turns black and 

the moon turns to blood at Christ' s coming. 109 Cries Sterry: 

'Rejoyce ... that you see the Crosse of Christ exalted, and the 

Lord Jesus crucifying upon it the Powers and Glories of this 

world. This is the signe of the Son of Man's approach in the 

Clouds.' 110 Thomas Brightman uses similar imagery to describe 

Christ's coming and claims that 'to come with clouds is to 

manifest Himself with storm and tempest . . . to revenge 

Himself upon the wicked and to deliver those that be His.' 111 

At Christ' s coming, punishments occur as convictions and 

rage boil up in the 'immediate presence of God,' 112 and at His 

coming even the most flourishing Commonwealths, the fairest 

Churches, like Heavens roll themselves into Confusion;' 113 

Christ's 'troops' will then follow bringing on 'warre, famine, 

death.' 114 Sterry warns .that those not prepared for His return 

should be especially careful, for 'if through sloth or sleep you 

107 Way of God, p. 22. 
108 Sterry to Llwyd, MS 11439D, July 23rd 1654, (N.L.W). 
109 Clouds, p. 43. 
11° Commings, p. 50. Sterry employs imagery here from Matthew 24:30. 
111 Thomas Brightman, A Revelation of the Apocalypse, 1644, p. 6. 
11 2 Commings, p. 12. 
113 Clouds, p. 43 . 
11 4 lbid. 
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be cast behinde, if the Bridegroom enter into His chamber and 

the door be shut upon Him, you will be left without in utter 

darknesse where is weeping and wailing and gnashing of 

teeth.' 115 This sombre day of judgment will be paiticularly 

vengeful on those such as Turks and Catholics-and here 

Sterry voices the opinions of his time in espousing anti

Catholicism.116 For, maintains Sterry, it had been due to God's 

grace that England had been delivered from the Roman Papacy 

'by a child, Edward the sixth .. . ' only to be later lifted out of 

'Popery' 'by the Hand of a Woman, Queen Elizabeth ... ' 11 7 

England had again been delivered from the Romish-Papacy 

'which is spiritually Egypt' 118 by 'many signal providences and 

preservations, amongst which the most eminent 

preservation from the Gunpowder Treason ... ' 119 Those who 

worship Babylon 'the city of fornications' will be tormented 

with 'fire and brimstone on the presence of the Holy Angels 

and the Lamb, 120 and yet when Christ has avenged Himself of 

His enemies, whirlwin9, cloud and fire disappear, along with 

11 5 England's Deliverance, p. 46. 
11 6 There was plenty of anti-Catholicism around for several reasons, 
including resentment at the recent Thirty Years War (1618-1648) which 
involved the great Continental Catholic powers, lingering resentment at the 
persecutions of English Protestants under the Catholic Mary Tudor and a 
legacy of distrust following the Gunpowder Plot of 1605. 
11 7 England's Deliverance, p. 24. 
11 8 Ibid. p. 14. 
11 9 Ibid p. 13/14. Steffy is of course speaking of the famous Catholic plot to 
blow up Parliament in 1605. 
12° Commings, p. 12. 
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the old heavens and the old earth: 'Then shall the Lord appear 

on His chariot and fill all.' 121 

IV. The Inner Millennium 

So Christ descends in a chariot and the glory of the spirit 

'that He may rise above this world ... on Circuits of ... Glory.' 122 

Using again this familiar image of Ezekiel and the chariot123 

Sterry stresses a more spiritualised theory of the millennium, an 

aspect which is always present in his thought, even when 

overshadowed by practical, political millennarianism. We have 

already noted the importance of godly living to both Sterry and 

Brooke, and this aspect is also intricately linked to the 

millennium, for Sterry stresses the importance of Christ also 

appearing in the inward man, and thus the millennium provides 

yet another glorious opportunity for the inward rejuven.ation of 

spirit and a stimulus towards a more godly way of life: 'Behold 

(Christ) stands at thy door and knocks ... Open the door, Jet Him 

in, He will set up His c_hariot in thine heart...' 124 For then the 

glorious Trinity sh~II 'reign in all hearts and eyes.' 125 Such 

emphasis on godly living and devout preaching ushering in the 

millennium glory is also espoused by Thomas Brightman and, 

121 England's Deliverance, p. 33. Ezekiel ch.1 v. 7. 
122 Clouds, p. 44. 
123 Ezekiel 1:7 and 13:2. 
124 England's Deliverance, p. 44. 
125 Clouds, p. 8. 
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later, by Francis Mercury Van Helmont. 126 Henry More 

similarly claims that the reign of Christ on earth will be with 

that 'equity, goodness, and sweetness that no man's heart that is 

good shall need be oppressed with grief .. .' 127 

Sterry's own thought clearly grew progressively less 

militantly millennarian, 128 following its high point in his 

sermons of the late 1640s and early 1650s; after these 

tempestuous years it seems that Sterry's mood became more 

calm and focused on the devotional mysticism for which he had 

always felt such an affinity. As has already been suggested, 

there had always been much of the mystic, perhaps even some 

tendencies of the'Seeker'about him, as indeed was also true of 

Cromwell.129 The Seekers were not an organised movement, 

and practised the 'most internalised form of radical religion' 

126 Francis Mercurius Van Helmont, Two Hundred queries moderately 
propounded concerning the doctrine of the revolution of humane souls, 
(London 1684) p. 147. Born in what is now Belgium, Ven Helmont (1636-
89), was the son of the apothecary and experimenter Jean Baptiste Van 
Helmont, and became pbysician to the philosopher Anne Conway, and also 
intimate with many scientists, theologians and philosophers both in England 
and on the Continent. 
127 More, Apocalypsis Apocalypseos, p. 216. 
128 N.I Matar is ·under no doubt that Sterry's increasing mysticism in his 
latter years was to a large extent because of his involvement in Behemist 
thought. He sees Sterry as 'progressively growing under the influence' of 
Boehme, so much so that he began in the mid- l 650s to 'turn from the 
politically militantly millennarian to the kingdom within.' (See Matar, 
'Peter Sterry and Jacob Boehme' in Notes and Queries, vol. 231, 1986, p. 
35). 
129William Haller, 'The Word of God in the New Model Army' in Church 
Histo,y XIX ( 1950) p. 31. 
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with a 'waiting on the Holy Spirit', 'enthusiasm of devotion' 

and espousal of universal salvation very similar to that 

professed by Sterry himself. 130 The rousing sermons by one 

who had praised the King's execution, calling his hearers to be 

prepared for Christ's return to earth in clouds and fire, give way 

to a quieter plea for an other-worldly, devotional stance. Also, 

from about 1653 onwards, Morgan Llwyd's writings appear far 

more mystical and focused on the 'inner Christ' for, in his case, 

the failure of the political millennium and reign of King Jesus 

following the end of Barebone's Parliament would have given 

pause for more inward-looking thoughts. 

However, an additional factor in the change of millennarian 

emphasis found in both men was that in these years both Llwyd 

and Sterry became extremely interested in the mysticism of 

Jacob Boehme131-a fact which perhaps influenced the 

tendency within both to devotional mystical millennarianism132 

130 See Nigel Smith, Pe,fection Proclaimed- language and literature in 
English Radical Religion 1640-1660, (Oxford 1989) pp. 7and 8. The 
Seekers emphasised inner spirit and inward devotion; for example, the 
Seeker John Webster of Clitheroe claimed that 'not form of external 
Worship and Discipline . .. doth make a saint where the life and power is 
absent.' (Rufus ' M. Jones, Mysticism and Democracy in the English 
Commonwealth, Cambridge MA 1932, p. 89). 
131 Boehme was a shoemaker born in 1575 near Goerlitz, Germany, who 
experienced many mystical illuminations. (See Franz Hartmann, Jacob 
Boehme: life and doctrine, (London 1891). 
132 

Nuttall believes that the 'change in both the content and style of 
(Llwyd's) writing was due in part to an increasing preoccupation with 
Boehme.' (Nuttall, Welsh Saints, p. 54.) Nuttall also discusses the 
possibility of a link between 'mystical millennarians among the saints, and 
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and whose thought we shall consider later. 133 Llwyd's 

description of the inner millennium rather than a literal one is 

expressed in his The Book of the Three Birds, 1653, whilst 

Sterry's change in emphasis from the more militant to the more 

devotional is particularly apparent in his 1654 preface to 

Nathaniel Homes' apocalyptic treatise The Resurrection 

Revealed, which he describes as a 'well-grown Orchard and a 

Nursery of Truths.' 134 For the saints should 'be carefull to 

know the Last Day of your peace: the coming of the spirit 

amongst you' 135 and Sterry greatly approves of Homes' 

instruction as to a 'peaceable, patient, and joyful! waiting for 

the coming of Christ.' 136 Gone was the ce11ainty of the definite 

physicality and radicalism of Christ's coming, and instead was 

an uncertainty as to the exact nature of Christ's return to earth. 

For, according to the Scriptures, 137 it could either be in the 

the persistent apocalyptic v1s10n producing the first great Atlantic 
migrations.' (ibid, p. 72.) Such an observation raises interesting possibilities 
of the influence of Llywd- perhaps himself influenced to a ce11ain extent by 
Sterry----on New World millennarianism. During this time there were 
various translations of Boehme' s work easily available; Llywd in fact 
published a translation too of Boehme' s works in Welsh in 1657, and 
between 1646-1662 Johannes Sparrow produced an English translation. 
Sterry owned a couple of copies of Boehme's work including the Aurora
as recorded in his library at Cheapside, April 21 st 1663. (MS 295, p. 85, 
E.C.L). 
133 Sterry's contemporaries such as Hugh Peters and Sir Henry Vane also 
came under Boehme's influence. 
134 Preface to Homes, Resurrection Revealed, ( 1654). 
135 Spirits, p. 31. 
136 Preface to Homes, Resurrection Revealed, (1654). 
137 Matthew 24:3 and Acts 1: 11. 
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veiling of Christ's body into some 'meaner form, that it may be 

fitted to our natural senses' or a mysterious, spiritualised 

appearance in which Christ transfigures the dead and living 

· saints into glorious conformity with Him.138 

138 Preface to Homes' Resurrection Revealed (1654). 
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4 

Sterry and the Government of England 

I. Sterry and Presbyterianism 

Having discussed Sterry's rousing millennarianism as 

expressed in his Parliamentary sermons, we now have to 

consider Sterry's wider significance to the government. We 

have already heard how in 1643 Sterry took his place amongst 

the Westminster Assembly of Divines which aimed to 

reorganise the Church along more Puritan lines. He had been 

nominated by the House of Commons to represent London in 

1642 and became one of the one-hundred and · thirty clergy 

who, as well as thirty MPs, met for the first time in July 1643. 

It seems highly likely that Sterry's position as chaplain to the 

highly favoured Puritan Parliamentarian Lord Brooke would 

have ensured. his consideration to be a member of the 

Assembly, although as one of the minority of Independent 

divines present at the Westminster Assembly, Sterry found 

himself outnumbered by the Presbyterians. The . Scottish 
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Presbyterian Robert Baillie' was able to remark in the weeks of 

April 1645 that the Independents 'have not much troubled the 

assembly ... '2 and indeed the eventual Confession of Faith, 

catechisms and Directory for Public Worship produced by the 

Assembly all reflected the wishes of the Presbyterian majority. 

However, in the end the Presbyterians found their wishes 

frustrated. Baillie was expectant in April 1645 that within a few 

weeks 'presbyteries and the provincial synods' would be set up 

all over the country3 and yet this was not to be; by August 1648 

Baillie feared that 'the most that shall be obtained be but an 

Erastian weak Presbytery . .. '4 

Surprisingly, Sterry himself was accused of antinomianism 

in the early days of the Assembly as he apparently gave an 

'obscure' speech in October 1643 in which he made rather a 

' close confounding' of justification and sanctification.5 ·As the 

holy living associated with sanctification was considered by the 

orthodox to be evidence of justification, once the two become 

so 'closely confounded' .because God's grace is so exalted, the 

emphasis on sanctification-and the good works associated 

1 Robert Baillie (1599-1662) was professor of divinity at Glasgow and a 
Scottish representative at the Westminster Assembly. 
2 Robert Baillie, Le tiers and Journals, (London 1775) p. 97. 
3 Ibid. p. 150. 
4 Ibid. p. 298. 
5 A copy of the minutes of the Westminster Assembly within which Sterry's 
strange speech is contained is in Dr William's Library, London, in an 
exceedingly difficult and obscure hand, which is hard to decipher! See 
Robert S. Paul, The Assembly of the Lord, (Edinburgh 1985) p. 179/80. 
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with it-is therefore decreased as the need for it as evidence of 

justification is decreased. A member of the Assembly named 

Cornelius Burgess, obviously highly sensitive to any 

unorthodoxy6 within the Independent ranks, actually proposed a 

motion in opposition to Sterry's supposedly heretical 

comments, and the Assembly therefore desired Sterry 'to give 

satisfaction to this businesse' to enable him to return as a full 

member of the Assembly again.7 After this, Sterry agreed to 

speak 'more distinctly in the doctrine of Justification' and 

apparently did so at once, and to the satisfaction of all, as his 

name appears back in the Assembly's minutes of the 17th 

October.8 Such an event appears to be a strange one, and must 

surely have been blown up out of all proportion as a result of a 

rather incoherent speech betraying Sterry's lack of experience,9 

by those petrified that a softening of attitudes regarding the 

6 Emphasis on free grace was interpreted, by strict (Presbyterian) Calvinists 
' not as an attempt to moderate the harshness of extreme Calvinism, but as 
theological justification for sects that appeared to threaten all religion and 
morality.' (Paul, Assembly of the Lord, p. 182). It seems that Sterry was 
leaning towards those trying to moderate harsh Presbyterianism in his views 
on justification and sanctification, and yet in doing so it appeared almost as 
if he was defending the very radical sects he-in fact-so abhorred. For 
example, the A~tinomian controversy in the new American colony of 
Massachusetts concerned the radical Anne Hutchinson's denial of 
sanctification as an evidence of justification. 
7 Paul, Assembly of the Lord, p. 179. 
8 Ibid. p. 180. 
9 Sterry was still only thirty years old at this point, and as yet had not 
preached to Parliament. The assembled clerics and MPs must have proved a 
rather more intimidating congregation than his Warwick Castle friends and 
other countrymen around Warwickshire had been. 
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radical religious sects might then usher m the collapse of 

morality and order in society. 

The above episode illustrates just how wary the 

Presbyterians were that the Independents in some way would 

represent, and usher in, antinomianism, and it also further 

highlights the differences m emphasis between the 

Presbyterians and the Independents (as represented here by 

Sterry), particularly with regard to the relationship between 

nature and grace. The Presbyterians held a more optimistic 

view of man's potential, and placed less emphasis on grace, 

whereas the Independents-more strongly influenced by 

Calvinist and Lutheran views on the basic corruptibility of the 

human 10-retained a more pessimistic outlook on man's natural 

abilities. 11 For the Independents, divine grace must always be 

elevated far beyond the natural and, as Sterry himself believed, 

1s always superior. Not surprisingly, Sterry criticised 

Presbyterianism for merging the boundaries between nature and 

grace to too great an ex.tent in bringing civil affairs within the 

1° For example, see Calvin, Institutes I: 555-558, 568-569, 592-595, 270-
271, 281-282 and 289-290. 
11 See Mayfield, Puritans and regicide, p. 11/12. The Presbyterians 
generally placed a greater emphasis upon the worth of the natural 
conscience of the unregenerate, whilst the Independents held the 
unregenerate conscience to be of lesser value than the regenerate and
importantly- as being different in kind, rather than just in degree . (Ibid. p. 
153). Despite his Platonism Sterry was never entirely able to loose himself 
of this Puritan-Independent view of the inferiority of heathen natural 
conscience and reason when compared with the divine grace of the 
regenerate, (see later chapter on 'SteJTy and the Candle of the Lord'). 
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spiritual sphere: thus Presbyterians 'dispose of Governments, 

Nations, Crowns, by virtue of their Ecclesiastical censures.' 12 

Sterry believed in a far more fundamental separation of the 

spiritual from the secular; the Independents as a whole believed 

that the local church, with its authority from Christ, was the 

highest authority on earth, above which no secular power 

should or could aim.13 

Thus, once again, Sterry criticises the merging together of 

nature and grace, and likewise the elevation of nature until it is 

on a par with grace-views that feed in nicely with his views, 

which we shall investigate later, on the basic inadequacy of the 

'candle of the Lord.' For example, he criticised Jacob 

Boehme's theology for merging the boundaries between nature 

and grace to too great an extent and for not maintaining a clear 

enough difference between the 'two creations', 'two Adams' 

and 'the 'two Images; one Earthly, Naturall, . the other 

Heavenly, Spirituall.' 14 Interestingly; Henry More also agreed 

that Boehme's thought c;:ontained the fundamental error of 

confusing the divine ~ith creation. 15 However, in contrast to 

such views, the Presbyterians' attachment to the significance of 

12 England's Deliverance, p. 19. 
13 The linkage of ideas between Independents such as Sterry and those 
Puritans who emigrated to the New World should be obvious. 
14 Sterry to Llwyd, MS 11439D, January 1651, p. 43, (N.L.W). 
15 Henry More believed that Boehme also maintained that God was 
corporeal, (see Sarah Hutton, 'Henry More and Jacob Boehme' in Henry. 
More- Tercentenmy Studies, ed. Sarah Hutton, Dordrecht 1990, p. 159). 
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the Covenant of Works 16 linked together the realms of nature 

and grace more closely than did the Independents. 17 

Independents and Presbyterians differed in other related 

areas too; the latter felt it to be most satisfactory to include both 

the regenerate and unregenerate within one national Church, 

whilst the Independents held a much stricter view of separation 

between the two and of the regenerate only as being the true, 

elect 'saints' gathered together. 18 Holding to such a view, 19 

Sterry thus upheld the strict, Puritan-Independent belief that all 

members of the congregation should be examined for their 

piety-a similar care, we remember, was held by Lord Brooke 

regarding communion.2° For, as Presbyterian Robert Baillie 

complained of the Independents as a whole: 'They will admit 

none to be members of their congregations of whose true grace 

and regeneration they have no good evidences ... ' 21 

Sterry's attacks on the Presbyterians become much clearer if 

we realjse other subtle differences in emphases of both 

Presbyterians and Independents. For example, the latter 

16 For the Presbyterians the Mosaic covenant was included within the 
Covenant of Grace·. (Mayfield, Puritans and Regicide, p. 159). 
17 Ibid. p. 147. 
18 Ibid. p. 188/237: ' The ' born again' saints of the invisible church had 
gathered themselves out of the corrupt visible church of the Presbyterians 
and Anglicans.' 
19 To see how Sterry combined this strict idea with his unorthodox 
arocatastasis, see the next chapter. 
2 Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 166. 
2 1 Baillie, Letters and Journals, vol. II, p. 85. 
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believed that the Presbyterians held to a rigid Mosaic legalism 

which had the effect of in some way 'binding the spirit' and 

downplaying the glorious power of divine grace; within 

Presbyterian was too great an attachment to the letter and form, 

rather than to the spiritual. Sterry thus preached to Parliament 

in 1651, linking together this Presbyterian emphasis on outward 

form with Roman Catholicism.22 Both 'rigid Presbytery'23 and 

Papacy were in Sterry's view, far too fond of church-order, 

forms and observations.24 In the same way, Oliver Cromwell 

was wary of Papacy, Prelacy and Presbytery for the very reason 

that if such men ' live upon ... their masses and service-books, 

their dead and carnal worship '-it is 'no marvel if they be 

strangers to God . . . the works of God, and to spiritual 

dispensations.'25 As Sterry's colleague, John Owen critically 

noted;- the Presbyterians 'pare themselves with vows, promises, 

resolutions and Engagements ... and · then with many 

perplexing fears, present themselves to (the Church) never 

22 England's Deliverance, p. 15. 
23 Ibid. p. 5. 
24 

Ibid. p. 19. There is a similarity here to Lord Brooke's warning in his 
Nature of Truth that outward worship of 'cringings and crouchings ' 'carry 
a voluntary outward show of humility, but give the heart leave to play the 
Trewant.' (Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 155). 
25 Oliver Cromwell, ' His Highness' speech to Parliament, at their 
dissolution, Monday 22nd January, 1655' in Writings and Speeches, vol. I, 
(Harvard 1937) p. 592. 
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knowing whether they are admitted or no. '26 Whilst in contrast, 

the Independents stressed the importance of the inward spirit, 

and a faith which trusted completely in Christ's promise 

alone-a religion of the heart, very different than either the 

Presbyterians or the Roman Catholics with their more elaborate 

ceremonials.27 This attack on both Papacy and Presbytery in 

1651 was no doubt spurred on by the contemporary battles with 

the Scots that, in turn, brought to mind treacherous deeds by the 

Catholics earlier in the century. 

The famous Catholic Powder Plot of 1605 was rivalled by 

the recent 'plot' by the Scottish-furiously denounced by 

Sterry as 'highlanders who never knew Christianity or 

civility ... '28 who had come upon England ' like a tempest from 

the North. '29 Here Sterry is referring to the agreement reached 

in 1650 between the Scots and Charles II, (whom they crowned 

as King in January 1651 ), that the King would institute a fully 

Presbyterian Church in England and that, in return, the Scots 

would aid his invasion. of England. This invasion in fact 

26 John Owen was Sterry's Fellow chaplain of State and later Vice
chancellor of Oxford. Works 8: 296-297, ed. William H. Goold, (16 vols) 
(Edinburgh 1965). 
27 Also church government was different. Independency more 
democratically stressed the responsibility of the whole church for spiritual 
discipline, rather than-as was the case with Presbyterianism-the Pastors 
and ruling Elders. Along with this also went a more exalted view of the 
humble and poor as they could yet be spiritually rich. 
28 England's Deliverance, p. 23. 
29 Ibid. p. 14. 
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happened, with Cromwell finally defeating the Scots at the 

Battle of Worcester in September 1651. No wonder therefore 

that, two months later, Sterry rejoiced that England had again 

been saved by the New Modal! (army.)3° Sterry regarded the 

plot between Charles II and the Scots as being 'laid more 

deeply, more dangerously than the Powder Plot ... ' for it aimed 

at the 'Ruine of Governours, Government, People and all. . .'31 

Instead of the 'old power. .. founded upon old principles ... '32 

the recent plot was attacking the new, spiritual power, or Rump 

Parliament, which in 1651, having abolished the House of 

Lords and the monarchy, had already passed many acts towards 

a 'godly reformation.'33 This Parliament was built on new, 

spiritual principles 'in which is the voice of Jesus Christ and 

H
. ,34 
1s spouse. 

Sterry regarded neither 'Popery' nor 'Presbytery' as based 

on the way of the spirit; indeed, both prohibited the interpreting 

of the Scriptures according to the Holy Spirit and instead relied 

on the interpretations 9f the Pope and National Assembly, 

30 Ibid. p. 24. 
31 England's Deliverance, p. 23. 
32 Ibid. 
33 For example in 1650 The Rump had passed several acts including an 'Act 
for the Propagation of the Gospel in Wales, Ireland and patis of England' an 
'Act for the Better Observance of the Lord's Day, Days of Thanksgiving 
and Humiliation'and an 'Act for Suppressing the Detestable Sins of Incest, 
Adultery and Fornication.' 
34 England's Deliverance, p. 23. 
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30 Ibid. p. 24. 
31 England's Deliverance, p. 23. 
32 Ibid. 
33 For example in 1650 The Rump had passed several acts including an 'Act 
for the Propagation of the Gospel in Wales, Ireland and patis of England' an 
'Act for the Better Observance of the Lord's Day, Days of Thanksgiving 
and Humiliation'and an 'Act for Suppressing the Detestable Sins oflncest, 
Adultery and Fornication.' 
34 England's Deliverance, p. 23. 
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respectively.35 He attacks both groups for claiming that the 

belief in the simple reliance of divine truth as that written by 

God upon the heart would lead to 'all manner of Sects, 

Heresies, Heathenisme' and destroy the face of a Church.36 

Again we can see the fundamental importance of spirit and the 

religion of the heart for Sterry; the problem was with those 

Christians who tried to guard against anyone becoming unduly 

influenced by the spirit outside regulated worship,37 for, as 

Sterry claimed, any innovation in religion which '(came) up 

against the present Tide, the general Current of Principles and 

Positions' was regarded by both Roman Catholics and 

Presbyterians as dangerous38 and yet this, warned Sterry, had 

the dangerous effect of binding up the 'sweet influence of the 

spirit. '39 One can note here how Sterry was treading a thin line 

here~between legalism and Presbyterianism on the one hand, 

and the dangers of too high an elevation-of grace as expressed 

by Antinomianism, on the other. As Sterry knew only too well, 

it was a difficult balance, but one which, by and large, he 

successfully maintained. 

Perhaps re!llembering those Scottish allies he and Lord 

Brooke had conspired with at the start of the civil war and those 

35 Ibid, p. 17. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Perhaps this was a reason for SteITy's sympathy towards the Quakers, as 
particularly expressed during the James Naylor episode. 
38 England's Deliverance, p. 18. 
39 Ibid. 
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Presbyterian ministers who had been in his acquaintance at 

Warwick, Sterry admitted many Presbyterians to be numbered 

amongst 'the excellent ones.' 4° For there were still many 

significant differences between Papacy and Presbytery; 

Presbyterianism in its simplicity 'as it is meerly a way and 

order in which saints have communion with God and with each 

other ... and subordinated themselves to the spirit'41 was to be 

commended. Therefore, when spirit was supreme and the rigid 

outward Presbyterian structure acted as a mere means or way to 

reach the spiritual, all was well. For Presbyterianism in its 

purest form had reformed itself greatly compared with the 

Papacy 'both in respect to discipline and doctrine ... ' 42 Many 

outward rituals and ceremonials had been trimmed away, so 

that, in comparason with Roman Catholicism, Presbyterianism 

was like a house ' swept clean from the filth of profaneness, 

garnished with the beautiful things of the-letter ... ! 43Y et Sterry 

believed that a major fault still remained with Presbyterianism 

in that Presbyterians themselves were still lacking heartfelt 

devotion and a sufficiently spiritual emphasis to their worship 

and lives. Aga_in the centrality of love and grace in Sterry's 

thought is highlighted here, as once more the spirit of Christ 

40 England's Deliverance, p. 6. 
41 Ibid. p. 15. 
42 Ibid. p. 21 . 
43 Ibid. p. 22. 
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and a religion of heart and affection are needed: still 'there is a 

more excellent way' (than Presbyterianism,)-'that of love.'44 

II. Defender of Puritanism 

Whilst assisting the introduction of a new, supposedly more 

spiritual society, Sterry found himself defending contemporary 

Puritanism against the problems posed by the increasingly 

radical sects springing up. In October 27th 1647, on the eve of 

the Leveller45 proposals, in The Agreement of the People, 

which effectively argued for a democratic republic, Sterry 

claimed to Parliament that England was 'trembling and 

hovering between a Heaven of Reformation and a Hell of 

Ruin. ' 46 Although Sterry never explicitly wrote against the 

Levellers, he undoubtedly considered them a dangerous threat 

to the stability and establishment of godly government, and as 

possessing too much of a secular emphasis amidst efforts to 

establish a more godly and spiritual England. General 

uncertainty and instability were unsurprising amid the increase 

in radical elements both in army and country at large in 1647;47 

44 Ibid. p. 5. 
45 In their secularism, the left-wing Levellers were lacking in godly 
Independent spirituality and ' of the same carnal mind as (were) the 
Presbyterians and Royalists on the right. ' (Mayfield, Puritans and Regicide, 
p. 222). 
46 Clouds, p. 29. 
47 There were many radical groups in London, and Leveller petitions-for 
example demanding 'sovereignty of Parliament over the King'---collected 
as many as 40 OOO signatures, (Seel, Regicide and Republic, p. 116). 
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there was conflict between Parliament and the New Model 

army, conflict within the army, conflict within Parliament 

itself, and the King was captured and in the hands of the army. 

Truly the transformation of England into a spiritual realm of 

saints seemed far off. 

However, in religious terms it was the Ranters who were 

perhaps the most worrying. The Ranters were perhaps the most 

radically antinomian sect of this period, and were a grouping 

with which Sterry had direct contact for, in a bizarre fit of 

'enthusiasm,' a woman of Ranter persuasion undressed in the 

middle of a sermon given by him in Whitehall chapel, London, 

1652. Sterry himself thought it was a mad woman, and 

afterwards declared that the 'monstrousness of (the act) seemed 

incredible to me' 48 and immediately and strongly declared his 

opposition to the 'heynous evill of such Practices, and those 

corrupt Principles which lead to such Practices. '49 Apparently 

also Sterry was appalled when in the 1660s, a time when Sterry 

was facing bitter attacks .on varying fronts, the former Ranter, 

Lawrence Clarkson, claimed that in 164 7 he had preached at 

'Mr Sterry's J?lace' .50 Yet Sterry was always vehemently 

opposed to the sect, and he gave a sermon before Parliament in 

48 Naked Woman, Sterry's answer to the epistle, p. 16/17. 
49 Ibid. p. 16. 
50 N.I Matar, 'Peter Steny and the Ranters', Notes and Queries, vol. 227, 
(1982) p. 505. 
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1649 specifically denouncing the Ranters' pantheism, 51 

claiming that the Ranters' view that 'all is God' is the 'unsafest 

phrase' of all,52 and that another main Ranter principle that 

'God is All' was also subject to some confusion. Sterry also 

particularly attacked the Ranters' view that humans can be free 

from God ' s law. Instead everyone should realise their entire 

dependence upon God: 'Christ and the creature bring forth 

every work in the creature-without him nothing is done which 

is done .. .'53N. I Matar suggests that Sterry's criticisms of the 

Ranter movement ' adumbrate the basic themes of anti-Ranter 

literature ' although they had an ' absence of the scurrulous 

invective which marked the (general) writings of 1650 and 

1651.'54 Instead Sterry produced the 'first intellectually 

structured presentation of Ranter doctrine not based on idle 

gossip and hearsay, as was the case with many contemporary 

pamphlets. ' 55 He positioned the Ranters at the end of a much 

longer tendency in religious thought, and linked their ideas to 

those of the pantheist heretic Simon Magus,56 'who called 

himself the supreme virtue and power' and believed there to be 

51 Commings. See.also Puritans and Revolutionaries, ed. Donald Pennington 
and Keith Thomas, (Oxford, 1978). 
52 Commings, Epistle Dedicatory. 
53 Ibid. Epistle Dedicatory. 
54 Matar, ' Peter Sterry and the Ranters' in Notes and Queries 227, p. 505. 
SS Ibid. . 
56 N. I Matar claims that by tracing the Ranters' beginnings back to Simon 
Magus, Sterry ' did not treat the Ranters as purely an Interregnum 
phenomenon, but as an age-long threat to Christianity.' (Ibid). 
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no God but 'the spirit of this visible world' and that 'all is God, 

that we are God, that everything is God. ' 57 

We have noted that Sterry placed great importance in 

attacking the Ranters' radical antinomianism. Antinomianism is 

the belief that the godly elect can obtain salvation merely by 

God's grace alone and, for the antinomian, God's gift of grace 

means that the believer is relieved from any obligation to the 

moral law. At its most radical end antinomianism means an 

abandonment of any value in works or deeds or of living a 

godly life, and the adoption instead of a reckless hedonism. 

Despite the incident already mentioned at the Westminster 

Assembly, when he was strangely accused of antinomianism, 

Sterry was emphatically never an antinomian, and was keen to 

stress the importance of regarding divine grace in the proper 

way, and with due reverence: 'I beseech you of thus playing the 

wanton with God's grace ... (be it he who) subjects the free 

grace of God to man's reason, or .. .turns this grace of God into 

a liberty to sin, and makes this high free love a pretence or 

cloak to licentiousness ... 58
' 

III. Godly Reformer 

We have already seen that Sterry considered that general 

repentance and reform were needed to make England a truly 

57 (N.L.W) MS l 1440D, Sterry to Col. John Jones, Oct. 24 1653. 
58 Free Grace, p. I 0. 
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godly place-a glorious millenarian nation fit for Christ's 

return. As we have noted, he believed that the time was ripe for 

Christ's coming on earth and the glorification of the faithful 

saints, yet it was necessary first for the earth to be 'made new 

with the newnesse of spirit .. .' for only then will it be 'fit for 

glorified Inhabitants. ' 59 Sterry claimed that before 1648 when 

Charles I still ruled, issues of power and glory influenced the 

'greatest part of all cases of Conscience in Church and 

Commonwealth. ' 60 It has been claimed that, in comparason 

with Arminianism, which was a 'tendency rather than a tenet', 

Calvinism in England at this time 'was more a communion and 

a way of life than a body of dogma ... '61 It is thus no surprise 

that Calvinists such as Sterry were very concerned at the way 

people were living their lives, and desired a general 

improvement so that people were living in a more godly way.62 

We have already considered how millenarianism spurred many 

into beseeching others to lead a more spiritual life, as befits the 

saints imminently t~ rule on behalf of Christ, and therefore by 

1645, whilst the civil war raged on, Parliament was bursting 

with desire to. reform, first demanding that all MPs and peers 

resign military commands and civil offices. 

59 Preface to Homes, Resurrection Revealed. 
60 Teachings, p. 17. 
61 John Buchan, Oliver Cromwell, p. 18/19. 
62 Sterry here was espousing here a key Cambridge Platonist tenet of moral 
goodness within the Christian life. 
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Sterry claimed that there was much 'spiritual blindness'63 in 

the nation at large, and that there was thus much need of the 

saints to see more clearly the things of God and to focus on the 

divine and the spiritual, not merely on earthly power and other 

concerns. In former days,64 Sterry told Parliament 'evil angels 

have been in the midst of us' who have tried to 'darken the Sun 

of Rightiousness over our heads' whilst attempting to carry 

away '(our) immortall spirits in a Hellish mist of confusion.'65 

The saints themselves are those who are fundamentally Christ

centred and 'keep the commandments of God and the faith of 

Christ' and should therefore rise above the murky day-to-day 

world, not looking upon 'things that are seen, but upon things 

that are not seen. ' 66 Therefore, in a sermon in November 1645, 

Sterry told Parliament: 'All power on Earth as well as in 

Heaven is given to Jesus Christ; you are Substitutes and 

Vicegerents to the Lord Jesus. Look then to Jesus, the 

Beginning and End of your Authority. '67 In the same way, 

Vavasor Powell preach.ed to the Rump Parliament that 'Christ 

accounts no man so worthy, and so fit to rule His kingdoms 

(under Him) as His Saints. '68 This theme of being Christ's 

63 See Mayfield, Puritans and regicide, p. 217. 
64 Sterry would be thinking primarily here of the days of Charles I and Laud. 
65 Commings, p. 38. 
66 Ibid. p. 13. 
67 Spirits, Epistle Dedicatory. 
68 Vavasor Powell, Christ Exalted- sermon to the Rump Parliament, 1651, 
p.51-4. 
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'vicegerents' is continued in Sterry's prayer that the members 

of Parliament be true 'Messiahs, anointed ones and Saviours' to 

the people of England.69 Sterry thus declares to Parliament in 

1649: 'if you are not Seeking but Sought by the Lord to 

commend, rule this people, not according to your owne Hearts, 

but His owne Heart.' 7° For there is a 'neere and mutual vision' 

between God and a good man, tied with 'two strong knots', 

namely the love of God and the faith of the saint7 1 and the truly 

godly ruler should be distinguished by 'a Divine Spirit, Divine 

Providence or both ... He must have a Command .. .Imprest upon 

his Heart. He must command out of Obedience, not 

Ambition.'72 In time Sterry was undoubtedly to regard 

Cromwell as an excellent example of such a devout and 

spiritual ruler. 

Yet there was a responsibility upon the godly ruler ·to bring 

about a godly society, as Sterry remarked: 'If any man makes 

himself 'red with Wine or Laughter when Jesus Christ is red 

with anger and blood, i.s it not O God, because thou hast made 

the heart of that man fat for a sudden Slaughter? Let us then 

mourn seriously.'73 It is indeed a real matter of shame that 

'every motion of Ambition, Vanity, Covetousness or foul 

69 Spirits, Epistle dedicatory. 
7° Commings, p. 6. 
71 Ibid. p. 21. 
72 Ibid. p. 5. 
73 Teachings, p. 12. 
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Desire, hath more power to persuade with us than the Life and 

B load of Jesus Christ.' 74 There had been a general breakdown 

of order and morality, Sterry felt, and surely the destruction of 

tyranny should not make way for something merely worldly 

and profane. Just months after the execution of the King, Sterry 

claimed that if the new 'godly' society be raised instead upon 

the any other foundation than divine grace then it too would 

find 'the Fall of it ... (to) be great.' 75 Therefore there was a 

great need for a kind of reformation of God's grace in the 

behaviour of all; again Sterry stresses the importance of grace 

within each and every being. For Christ alone should be the 

foundation of all things, and the basis for every human life, for 

if the building of sanctifiction and reformation be placed upon 

the Rock of Christ, then it will stand: 'Grace! grace! Not by 

Might, nor by power; but (by the) Spirit, saith the Lord .. ."' 76 

As early as 1645 Sterry recognised the need for a resurgence 

of piety and godliness, and he called for fasts and days of 

particular Puritan obser"'.ances: 'Happy are our times, if some 

amongst us do not upon higher conviction than those of 

Naturall Devotion call for days of Humiliation, (and) 

Reformation in Religion. 77 Sterry also became involved in the 

arrangement whereby he and his fellow chaplain to the Council 

74 Teachings, p. 16. 
75 Commings, p. 33. 
76 Ibid. p. 49. 
77 Spirits, p. 17. 
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of State, Hugh Peter, organised prayers every day before the 

Council sat, and 'likewise . . . the reading of some 

Scripture .. . ' 78 At the end of the traumatic year of 1649, Sterry 

preached to Parliament: 'Blessed be the Lord Jesus, by whom 

poor wayfaring England, though foolish enough, hath not 

hitherto so erred in the Way as to loose herself.' 79 For, truly by 

Christ's grace, the country had been spared from all types of 

dreadful occurrences-such as a royalist victory in the civil 

war-and Sterry was determined that his hearers should be 

spurred on to ensuring that England appreciated its debt to 

Christ and increased godliness as a nation. 80 Moreover, no one 

could afford to be complacent, and, obliquely referring to 

himself, Sterry claimed: I have known a man who through 

these Revelations and houres of Temptation, when he thought 

(himself) to be clean, his own Cl oaths have defiled him. : .in the 

nights of his Guilt, Shame or Sufferings' .he has heard a voice 

telling him to 'seek not thine own things, but the things of Jesus 

Christ. .. ' 81 

Ideas identical to those we have considered espoused by 

Sterry were supported too by Cromwell, for it was to place 

78 C.S.P, (Dom. series, 1650) vol. IX, p. 472 (P.R.O). 
79 Commings, p. 30. 
80 Sterry also added: 'when poor England was .. .lying upon the Earth in its 
blood ... then hath it perished in its own blood, in the infancy of i.ts designs, 
if the Lord Jesus had not spread the lap of His garment into it ... "(Ibid, p. 
31). 
81 True Way, p. 19. 
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England on a new, Christlike footing that Cromwell planned his 

own godly reformation. Indeed, on the Proclamation of the 

Protectorate on December 30th 1653, Cromwell and his 

officers held a 'ceremony of humiliation at Whitehall', with 

sermons and prayers from Peter Sterry and other chaplains.82 

Then, two years later, Cromwell began the shortlived and 

unpopular scheme of dividing the country into eleven sections, 

ruled over by 'Major Generals;' these officials aimed at 

maintaining order as well as implementing godly reform, such 

as checking that the laws against, amongst other things, 

drunkenness, blaspheming, and swearing were upheld. 

Sterry, as did Cromwell, believed that England was the 

chosen nation: 'You have been Beloved of the Lord, eminently 

Favoured and Blest by Him. ' 83 With a strong belief in 

England's moral superiority to other nations, Sterry ma.intained 

that 'nowhere upon the face of the Earth do there appear to be 

any Number of Hearts Spiritually Acquainted .. .in any Degree 

of Heavenly Purity and. Power, save in this Poor, small spot of 

Ground.' 84 Indeed,' the greatest reformers such as John 

Wycliffe-'that day-break of evangelicall light'-were born in 

England, 85 and not only this, but-as we have seen-the dawn 

of the millennium and Christ's second coming will occur first 

82 Writings and Speeches, ed. Abbot, vol. III, p. 157. 
83 Commings, p. 7. 
84 England's Deliverance, p. 36 .. 
85 Ibid. 
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in England: 'Wee have some signes in heaven above and on the 

Earth beneath and in the waters .... to proceede immediately the 

greatest and dreadful Day of the Lord upon Hierusalem. 

Hierusalem is in London!' 86 Here Sterry was employing a 

favourite Puritan theme of England as being in the same 

relation to God as was Israel.87 He was particularly influenced 

in his patriotic millenarianism by Thomas Brightman88 and was 

especially attracted to Brightman's labelling of the 7th church 

as a ' type of England,' 89 for, if the spiritual awakening was to 

occur first in England and the 'kingdome of God come downe 

into the midst of us,' then England was truly blessed of all 

nations.90 This kind of ecstatic patriotic millenarianism 

annoyed some of those less inclined to dwell on the apocalypse, 

and indeed John Lightfoot denounced such ideas of England's 

superiority in a sermon to the .Commons in August · 1645.91 

However Sterry was not dissuaded and .later declared that the 

'Lord Jesus intends that honor to. this Nation, that it shall be 

said to be the first of a.II the Nations, concerning the heavenly 

bridegroom, that He was born here; here He first of all 

86 Sterry, MS 289, (undated) p. 87 (E.C.L). 
87 Mayfield, Puritans and regicide, p. 153. 
88 Thomas Brightman (d. 1607) received his BD in Queens' College 
Cambridge in 1591 and was Rector at Hawes in Bedfordshire. His Works 
were published in London in 1644. 
89 England's Deliverance, p. 37. 
90 Sterry to Llwyd, MS l 1439D, Sterry to Llwyd, (N.L.W). 
91 Cited in Wilson, Pulpit in Parliament, p. 194. 

109 



appeared in an Eminent and signall Manner, to bring His 

people out of a fleshly servitude ... '92 For Sterry was not alone 

in such feelings and, as John Milton had commented in 1641: 

God 'hath ever had this island under the special indulgent eye 

of His providence. ' 93 

IV. Divine Providence 

Providence was of vital importance to the Puritans of the 

Commonwealth and Protectorate-it really seemed as if they 

'construed their nation's historical destiny in terms of the 

biblical drama.'94 Sterry's patriotism, millenarianism and belief 

in self-determination, in that all things are determined to the 

good, all went hand in hand with his unshakable belief in divine 

providence. At the end of 1645, a year of many Parliamentary 

battles against the Royalists, Sterry urged his Fellow Godly 

citizens to 'fight in the field' with the Holy Spirit as a 'two

edged sword going forth from the mouth of the Lord Jesus into 

your enemy's hearts . .' 95 For God was truly with the 

Parliamentary army, believed Sterry: 'What ailed, ye mighty 

armies at Kin_eton, Newbury, York, Naseby, that ye fled and 

were driven backwards?' The answer, to a devout Puritan 

believing strongly in God's divine providence, was obvious: 

92 England's Deliverance, p. 35. 
93 As quoted in Christopher Hill, Milton, p. 280. 
94 Wilson, Pulpit in Parliament, p. 20. 
95 Spirits, Epistle dedicatory. 
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'They saw Thee, 0 Jesus! They saw Thee appearing in the 

midst of us; so they fled, they fell before Thee.' 96 Oliver 

Cromwell too exclaimed in gratitude after the Parliamentary 

victory at Naseby: 'O that men would ... praise the Lord, and 

declare the wonders that He doth for the children of men!' 97 As 

the prophet said in Psalm 124, now may also England say: 'If it 

had not been the Lord Jesus Who was on our side when men 

rose up against us ... (the Parliamentarians would not have 

succeeded.)'98 Similarly, Providence was a vital factor in 1649 

when Sterry could joyfully acclaim several Parliamentarian 

victories: ' Who taught that New Army of Raw Souldiers to fight 

so, that a Royall Army was broken by them at Naseby? Was it 

not thou, 0 God?'99 Thus men should credit all victories to 

Christ' 100 and, moreover, Sterry eloquently delivered rapturous 

praise for the 'Commons of England' and 'servants of the Lord' 

whom God had delivered from the hand of all . their enemies 

and had showed His gracious pr.ovidence in the remarkable 

taking of Drogheda.101 .Sterry can be seen employing his most 

impressive poetic devices to convey his dramatic meaning to 

96 Ibid. p. 23. 
97 Writings and Speeches, ed. Abbot, vo l. I, p. 365. 
98 Commings, p. 4. 
99 Ibid. p. 46. 
100 Ibid. p. 4. 
IOI Ibid. p. 20. SteJTy acclaimed other victories too of the Parliamentary 
army, in which they had leapt the ' high walls' at Bristol, Bridgwater, and 
now Drogheda and Waterford (ibid. p. 46) had been as a result of the ' ljght 
of God ' shining above the Parliamentarians' heads (ibid. p. 28). 
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Parliament, for twice had two spiritual Egypts (the Irish and the 

Scots) tried to bring the honourable back to darkness and yet 

'twice hath the Lord overwhelmed them in the Red Sea of their 

own blood.' 102 

In a letter to Cromwell in September 1650, Sterry avowed 

his belief in the favour and blessing of God on the actions of 

Cromwell whom, as well as being a prominent member of 

government at this point, was also Lord General of the army 

and had just defeated the Scots at Dunbar: 'The blessings of the 

Lord upon your undertakings fill all Spiritual hearts with 

Praises, especially for the manner of them by which a Peculiar 

Presence and Appearance of God is made manifest ... ' 103 

Sterry claimed that all people had been expecting a 

demoralising defeat against the Scots and were thus 'brought 

low' so that they might believe and trust in God, and recognise 

God's Providence and Power. 104 However, the-godly should 

never forget God's great favour towards them, and they should 

never take God 's grace.for granted, for 'should this light cease 

to shine over your heads, how quickly would you feel a 

change?' 105 P.erhaps it was in awe of this divine favour, and 

with a great trust in the workings of providence that Cromwell 

102 England 's Deliverance, p. 29. Sterry was thinking here of the victories 
over the Irish at Drogheda and Wexford in 1649 and over the Scots at 
Dunbar in 1650 and Worcester in 1651. 
103 Stmy to Cromwell, MS 138.13, Sept. 9th 1650, (S.O.A). 
104 Ibid. 
105 Commings, p. 28. 
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refused the Crown when it was offered to him by Parliament in 

1657. In a well-known declaration he claimed: 'The providence 

of God has laid this title aside providentially ... I would not 

seek to set up that that Providence bath destroyed and laid in 

the dust, and I would not build Jericho again.' 106 

V. Sterry and Cromwell 

Sterry's role in the Cromwellian regime has been 

undoubtedly underestimated, even ignored, for Sterry has been 

described as one of Cromwell ' s 'like-minded friends,' 107 

perhaps his favourite chaplain, who may have particularly 

aided Cromwell in clarifying his mind. 108 Unfortunately, we 

have no evidence of specific influence by Sterry on the 

Protector, but it is certainly true that they held similar beliefs on 

various issues, such as freedom of conscience, (as will be 

enlarged upon in the next chapter) and in the vital.role of divine 

providence on individual and nation at large. For both were 

especially convinced that God's grace shone particularly 

brightly on England, and that it was up to the godly saints to 

make the nation spiritual and Christ-centred, in readiness for 

His imminent return. In dramatic contrast the physical world 

106 Cromwell, Writings and Speeches, ed. Abbot, vol. IV, p. 473. · 
107 John Buchan, Oliver Cromwell, (Boston 1934) p. 432. 
108 Ibid. p. 424. 
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was nothing. 109 Sterry and Cromwell also agreed on the 

inadequacy of human reason, and on the ever-present distance 

between nature and grace, and we see that Cromwell too was 

wary of confusing human reasoning with faith. 110 

As Cromwell lay confused and dying on 24th August 1658, 

Sterry was one of the chaplains making continuous supplication 

in an adjoining room. 111 Cromwell apparently desperately 

asked one of his chaplains- perhaps Sterry himself-whether it 

were possible to fall from grace, only to be reassured that it 

were not possible. 112 As for Sterry, for the Protector grace was 

paramount: 'Whatsoever sins thou hast, doest, or shall commit, 

if you lay hold upon free grace, you are safe .. .' 113 

Cromwell's final deathbed speech was listened to by Sterry, 

amongst others114 and in it he pleaded: 'I may, I will come to 

Thee for Thy People. Thou hast made me, though very 

unworthy, a mean instrument to do them-some good, and Thee 

109 Cromwell declared: 'Love not this world, I say unto you, it is not good 
that you should love the .world.' (Writings and Speeches, ed. Abbot, vol. IV, 
p. 871). 
11° Cromwell claimed at the Army Debates at Putney of October 1647: 'We 
are very apt all of us to call that faith that perhaps may be but carnal 
imagination and carnal reasonings.' (Robert S. Pa~!, The Lord Protector
religion and politics in the life of Oliver Cromwell, (London 1955) p. 138. 
111 John Buchan, Oliver Cromwell, p. 440. 
112 Ibid. This reminds one of the remarks made by Robert Greville, Lord 
Brooke-no doubt influenced greatly by Sterry if not penned directly by 
him: 'Neither doe I at all abett that unhappy opinion of falling . away from 
Grace .. .' (Brooke, Nature of Truth, p. 50). 
113 Oliver Cromwell, Writings and speeches, ed. Abbot, vol. IV, p. 871 . 
114 Ibid p. 872. 
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service ... Lord, however Thou do dispose of me, continue and 

go on to do good for them ... ' 115 Reading this speech may help 

to explain why, after Cromwell's death in September 1658, the 

mourning Sterry116 was to claim unwisely that the late Protector 

was acting as some kind of intercessor in heaven-a comment 

he was to regret bitterly since it contributed to the blackening 

of his name after the Restoration. Robert Baillie scornfully 

claimed that Sterry had prayed for Cromwell in blasphemous 

words: 'O Lord, thy late servant here is now at thy right hand, 

making intercession for the sins of England.' 117 Desperately, 

Sterry tried to defend himself by remarking that reports of this 

ridiculous comment had been 'absolutely untrue both for the 

form of Expression and the Sense ... ;'1 18 he had not meant to 

claim that Cromwell was a mediator in the way of Christ: 

'nothing can more fundamentally subvert the whole Mystery of 

Christ. .. nothing can more directly oppose the Supream Design 

of the Father ... than to joyn any Creature with our Lord Jesus in 

the Great Work of his .Mediatour,' 119 for Jesus Christ alone is 
' 120 

'our only and ever blessed Mediator and Intercessor. . .' 

115 As quoted in Robe11 S. Paul, Lord Protector, p. 379. 
116 Cromwell's funeral service at Westminster Abbey on November 23rd 
1658 was performed by Sterry and Cromwell's other chaplains. (Writings 
and Speeches, ed. Abbot, vol. IV, p. 875). 
117 Baillie, Lellers and Journals, p. 429. 
118 True Way, preface. 
119 Ibid, 
120 Ibid. 
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Meanwhile, Sterry took his sombre part in Cromwell's funeral 

procession, and walked alongside his fellow preachers Joseph 

Lockyer, Hugh Peter and his friend Jeremiah White, although 

only Sterry, Lockyer and Peter were granted mourning for the 

funeral. 121 

Amidst the uncertainty of 1659, Sterry' s depression was 

great and he sadly tried to rationalise various tumultuous 

occurrences according to providence, declaring that 'the end of 

all is that (God) may hide Pride, Ambition and the love of this 

World from our Eyes; that He may work us through Humility, 

Meekness and Mutual Love unto the Unity of the Spirit. .. ' 122 

The Puritan cause which he had so passionately supported fell 

dramatically out of favour as the monarchy was restored, and 

Cromwell's corpse was exhumed and treated as the body of a 

traitor. 123 However, in the face of all disappointment and grief, 

Sterry's faith was unshakable, and he looked bravely forward 

with Morgan Llwyd until the glorious unity of all when the 

'End of all things hath found the Beginning ... Alpha be ... 

united to Omega .. . ' 124 For although Sterry knew that realistic 

hopes of bringtng about the godly millennium through practical 

12 1 Roy Sherwood, The Court of Oliver Cromwell, (Cambridge 1977) p. 109. 
122 True Way, preface. 
123 Cromwell ' s body was exhumed in 1660, hanged at Tyburn and then 
decapitated, with his head ' put on pikes at Westminster Hall.' (Writings and 
Speeches, ed. Abbot, vol. IV, p. 876.) 
124 Morgan Llwyd, ' An honest discourse between three neighbours' · in 
Gweithiau,,vol. I, p. 212. 
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political means had entirely faded by the mid 1650s, there was 

still the hope of inward, spiritual millennium which became 

increasingly significant in his thought. Moreover, although 

conscious that more work remained to be accomplished in 

preaching and teaching, as a new age of Restoration dawned it 

was clear to all-including Sterry himself-that he must now 

shift away from the practical, political sphere; instead his focus 

should be of that blissful 'inner world' of peaceful, mystical 

devotion. 
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5 

Sterry and Freedom of Conscience 

I. Cromwellian Freedom of Conscience 

Freedom of conscience centres on two fundamental elements 

in Sterry's thought, both arising from Christ-unity and love. 

All his comments on toleration-and they are scattered 

liberally throughout his works-are a result of Sterry's 

fascinating blend of neoplatonism and puritan Christianity, 

consisting of godly unity within the absolute love of Christ. 

Such a combination obviously attracted Oliver Cromwell too, 

and ' he found in his favourite chaplain Sterry a religious 

philosophy, and perhaps even a certain mystical appreciation, 

to match, encourage and strengthen his own beliefs, even 

though there were occasions on which Sterry's toleration was 

to extend further than his own. For although, as we shall see 

later, Sterry's .beliefs on reason are never entirely able to break 

free of his Calvinist views on the supremacy of grace and the 

godly, he clearly views reason as a ' commitment to avoid 

intolerance, extremism and bigotry.' 1 Thus ideas of toleration 

1 Almond, Heaven and Hell, p. 149. 
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are closely entwined with his views on reason, and also his 

beliefs regarding the freedom of the will. For, as we shall note 

later, toleration, or 'freedom' for Sterry necessarily involves a 

determination to the good. Freedom thus becomes for Sterry 

what one should do, not merely a completely libertarian 

freedom of choice; freedom is therefore tied to morality, which 

in tum is 'derived from the proper exercise of autonomous 

reason.'2 

Meanwhile, Oliver Cromwell was both remarkably tolerant 

and intolerant, and any discussion of Cromwellian toleration 

must take into account the tensions in his thought on this issue. 

Strikingly, W. C Abbott has fairly claimed of Cromwell that the 

'most remarkable thing about his tolerance was his 

intolerance' 3 and many influential writers since have 

considered that Cromwell embodied a rather oppressive 

toleration, which however can be · counterbalanced by 

comparisons with previous regimes.4 However, definitions of 

'toleration' itself must . be applied with care, for in Puritan 

England 'toleration' was really a dirty word, often used 

2 Douglas Hedley, Coleridge, Philosophy and Religion, (Cambridge 2000) 
p. 25. 
3 Writings and Speeches, ed. Abbot, vol.II, (Harvard 1939) p. 519. 
4 Indeed, many of Cromwell's Puritan colleagues have been attacked by 
later historians for their very intolerance. W.K Jordan commented that ' no 
more aITogant or intolerant philosophy has ever been conceived by the 
human mind, and we can expect no positive contributions by the Puritans to 
the development of religious toleration.' (The Development of Religious 
Toleration in England, London 1936, p. 204). 
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pejoratively.5 The word 'toleration' means both the complete 

acceptance of differing ideas and the free exercise of all 

heterodox sects without control6 or, alternatively, merely a 

restraint from violence against those of a differing opinion. 

However, Cromwell himself fitted into neither of the above 

categories neatly; he certainly had no patience with an 

unstructured, free toleration, yet his personal ideas on toleration 

were relatively generous for his age, and frequently stretched 

further than his colleagues and the law prescribed.7 To make 

his point, he strikingly declared that he would rather 

'Mahometanism were permitted amongst us than that one of 

God's children should be persecuted. ' 8 However, Cromwell's 

idea of toleration was more accurately described as that of a 

freedom of conscience, within which all could be joined 

together in Christ, in a unity of the believer with Christ, and 

also of believers with each other.9 As such, this liberty of 

conscience would never allow any doctrines breaching the 

5 Ibid. p. 200. 
6 Paul, Lord Protector, p. 172. Separatists such as the Baptists loudly 
demanded unrestrained freedom. 
7 Blair Worden ~omments that, although less than sometimes supposed, 
religious freedom during the Interregnum was 'incontestably revolutionary.' 
('Toleration and the Cromwellian Protectorate' in Persecution and 
Toleration-ed . W.J Sheils, Studies in Church Histo,y 21, Oxford 1984, p. 
213.) 
8 Cromwell,' For the Governor of Edinburgh Castle' , Writings and Speeches, 
ed. Abbot, Sept. 12, 1650, vol. II, p. 520/1. 
9 Blair Worden, 'Toleration' in Persecution-ed. Sheils, Studies in Church 
Hist01y 21, (Oxford 1984) p. 210. 
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Toleration-ed. W.J Sheils, Studies in Church Histo1y 21, Oxford 1984, p. 
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8 Cromwell,'For the Governor of Edinburgh Castle', Writings and Speeches, 
ed. Abbot, Sept. 12, 1650, vol. II, p. 520/1. 
9 Blair Worden, 'Toleration' in Persecution-ed. Sheils, Studies in Church 
Histo,y 21, (Oxford 1984) p. 210. 
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basic, fundamental Christian truths; thus, fundamentally, 

Cromwell's search was 'not for toleration . .. but for union'-the 

union of all godly people into one spirit. 10 In practice of course, 

this really meant the union of all Trinitarian Protestants, but 

even in this Cromwell appeared more tolerant than many before 

him. 11 Moreover, he would have agreed with Benjamin 

Whichcote who claimed: 'It is not worthy the name of religion, 

that hath not the freedom of the judgement, and the consent of 

the mind and will.' 12 

'Liberty of conscience and liberty of subjects' were 'two as 

glorious things to be contended for as any God hath given 

us' 13-more than this, it was a 'fundamental' and a 'natural 

right,' 14 proclaimed Cromwell. 15 Indeed, the Scottish 

Presbyterian, Robert Baillie, claimed that Independents 

generally preached and printed a 'liberty of conscience, at least 

the great equity of a toleration of all religions; that every man 

should be permitted without any fear-... to profess publickly his 

10 Ibid. 
11 Such as Charles I and Archbishop Laud in their measures against the 
Puritans, (see earlier chapter). 
12 Whichcote, Works, p. 314. 
13 Cromwell, 'Lord Protector's Speech to Parliament', Sept. 4th 1654, 
Writings and Speeches, ed. Abbot, vol. III, p. 436/7. 
14 Ibid. Sept. 121h, 1654, p. 459. 
15 See the similarity here with the Cambridge Platonist Henry More, An 
Explanation of the Divine Myste,y of Godliness, p. 521: If only it were 
declared that ' Libe11y of Religion is the natural right of mankind ... all 
mischiefs would be prevented.' 
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conscience ... if he trouble not the publick peace by any 

seditions or wicked practice.' 16 

Fitting in well with such a tolerant outlook was Peter Sterry 

who avows that 'thou hast but one Piece of Truth in thy 

Notions; perhaps the other Man hath the other Piece in his 

Notions,' 17 Picturing a despised and most ungodly man, Sterry 

remarked with a strikingly modern sentiment: 'Had my 

Education, my Acquaintance, the Several Circumstances and 

Concurrances been the same to me ... his sense and state might 

have been mine.' 18 In any case, matters of the spirit are not to 

be judged in other people, 'lest you be judged as evil doers, and 

busie-bodies, by the spirit.' 19 Therefore, in practice, there 

should be an absolute separation of Church and State, so that 

there could be no way in which religion can intrude into the 

secular sphere,20 and indeed, the Cromwellian Indep.endents 

believed that such a separation could resolve many disputes. 

Sterry agreed with such ideas, and was at one with the pilgrims 

in America, and also true to his Independency, in declaring that 

no one should be tried by the state for their private beliefs-as 

16 Baillie, Letters and Journals, p. 85. 
17 Appearance, p. 410. 
18 DFW, preface. 
19 Teachings, p. 36. 
20 Yet it has been claimed that the Independents were rather inconsistent 
here in holding the view that heresy should be prohibited whilst denying the 
right of the State to use coercion in faith, (see Jordan, Toleration- in 
England, p. 221). 
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long as they were not in any way harmful to the political order 

and peace of the nation. This is why Sterry appreciated the 

dangers inherent in Catholicism, and was wary of movements 

such as the Ranters and Fifth Monarchists. 

II. Love and Unity 

We have already noted that some tension exists between 

Cromwell's tolerant and intolerant aspects-a tension most 

likely due to the 'inextricable confusion of religion with 

politics.' 21 Certainly, the most grievous charge of intolerance 

brought against Cromwell, was the massacre of three thousand 

Irish Catholics, including women and children, in Drogheda in 

1649; a further two thousand were slaughtered at Wexford. 

Cromwell however, felt that a just vengeance had been wrought 

upon these wicked Papist murderers of Protestants. A massacre 

of English and Scottish by the Catholic Irish in 1641 had served 

to increase feelings of hatred towards Catholics-particularly 

the Catholic Irish22 who were considered to be a political, as 

well as religious en~my.23 Thus Cromwell declared it to be ' a 

righteous jud~ement of God upon these barbarous wretches, 

who have imbrued their hands in so much innocent blood, that 

21 Geoffrey F. Nuttall, The Holy Spirit in Puritan Faith and Experience, 
(Oxford 1946) p. 128. 
22 Paul, The Lord Protector, p. 52. 
23 The influence among Calvinists of the Genevan version of the Bible only 
served to increase such feelings of anti-Catholicism, (Paul, Lord Protector, 
p. 27). 
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it will tend to prevent the effusion of blood for the future ... '24 

For, in a very real sense, believed Cromwell, the Irish nation 

was a nation of the Antichrist, and as such, 'the Scripture so 

expressly speaks should be laid in blood; yea in the blood of the 

saints. '25 

It was in reference to the attack on Irish Protestants that in 

1645 Sterry bravely preached to Parliament a strong 

denunciation of the vicious slaughter taking place during the 

Civil War: 'Behold, Scotland comes with her thousands of slain 

men, England with her ten thousands; Ireland with her 

millions.'26 However, Sterry's aim was not to dwell on any 

wrong done by the Irish Catholics or Royalist Anglicans or 

even Scottish Presbyterians, but instead to challenge the 

assumptions of the assembled MPs with a desire for love and 

peace: 'Do you not find as much reason and sweetness as once 

David did, to sigh and say within your selves, Lord we have 

sin 'd, wee should have kept this people as their shepherds: but 

we have procur 'd their woe ... .'27 Peter Sterry claimed that the 

24 Cromwell, 'For the Honourable William Lenthall, Speaker of the 
Parliament of England', Sept. 17, 1649, Writings and Speeches, ed. Abbot, 
vol.I, p. 127. 
25 Ibid. p. 199. 
26 'Ireland with her millions'-perhaps Sterry genuinely believed current 
Protestant propaganda, which exaggerated the massacre of Protestants by 
the Irish Catholics, (Spirits p. 15.) Nathaniel Culverwell similarly asked: 
'How many are there that have not shed a teare for Ireland?' (Elegant and 
Learned Discourse, p. 94). 
27 Spirits, p. 15. 
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essential unity of religion meant that the warring factions and 

disputes concerning it were nothing short of ridiculous and 

mens' vanity alone was the cause of much suffering, as it led to 

many men killing one another for slight differences of 'weake 

and vaine' opinions:28 'O see what spirit we are made of, if we 

call for fire from Heaven to consume those who reject and 

resist us, to destroy the soul or the life of any man. ' 29 Sterry 

passionately and strikingly claimed that he would 'rather perish 

in my own private Interest a thousand times over, before I 

would by a War, be an occasion of Death to Thousands; for 

these are myself a thousand times over ... ' 30 

The Christian religion should be a 'feast, not a battle', 

served up 'in several Notions and outward Rites ... (as) they that 

sit down to it are of several Diets and Palates.' 31 In beautifully 

poetic language Sterry realised that violence never pays, under 

any circumstances:32 'Let no differences of Principles or 

Practices divide thee in thy affection from any person. He who 

28 ' 
Sterry, MS 291, p. 252, (E.C.L). 

29 Free Grace, p. 10. 
30 Appearance, p. 291. 
31 Ibid. p. 292. . 
32 The strength of Sterry's godly militancy in the early 1640s when chaplain 
to Lord Brooke, was uncertain, although we have considered his support of 
the regicide and have heard how his colleague in Warwickshire, the 
Presbyterian Simeon Ashe, rode out to battle with sword and pistols. (Spurr, 
English Puritanism, p. 102.) However, as I expand later, having seen so 
much suffering in the civil war, Sterry became increasingly disillusioned 
with violence in all its manifestations, and turned instead to pacifism and the 
inward spirit. 
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seems to me as a Samaritan to a Jew, most worthy of contempt 

and hatred, most apt to wound or kill me, may hide under the 

shape of a Samaritan, a generous, affectionate Neighbour, 

Brother and Friend. '33 Sterry clearly felt that those who made a 

big point of stressing the differences rather than the similarities 

between each other's beliefs and practices should instead 

appreciate the good that there is in others, and see the evil in 

their own hearts34
• 

Cromwell, too, desired the unity of all Christians in love, 

and proclaimed that any 'carnal divisions and contentions 

amongst Christians' are 'not the symptoms of (Christ' s) 

kingdom;' 35 similar to Cromwell, Sterry believed that Christ's 

spirit was required to fall upon our souls and melt them into a 

unity: 'Then should Righteousnesse and Peace kisse each other 

m these Lands ... The Lambs, England and Scotland, 

Presbyterian and Independent, shall feed together in fat 

pastures.' 36 For Sterry was perceptive enough to understand 

that the persistent disputes and bloody battles over religion 

could only lead to scepticism: 'Why is the heaven of our 

Religion dar~ened with Clouds of Dispute, with so much 

Diversity ... that he begins to seem the Wisest among us, who is 

33 DFW, preface. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Cromwell, 'Lord Protector's speech to Parliament' , Sept. 4th 1654, 
Writings and Speeches, ed. Abbot, vol. III, p. 467. 
36 Spirits, p. 36. 
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most of all a Sceptique, that is, a Scorner, or an Atheist37?' 

Sterry scorned those who had been bent on the suffering and 

destruction of others in the civil war and remembered the 

vicious slaughtering and suffering which the country had 

undergone.38 He realised that the only result of such dreadful 

actions would be the destruction of Christianity, and 

reprimanded his hearers with these strong words: 'You make 

your way ... to the heart-blood of one another, until you have 

drowned in blood .. .Interests and Enjoyments, together with 

your own lives and persons, your native country, the Christian 

world .. .' 39 Yet the true saint's spirit 'flows out in love to all, 

without regard to this party, or the other party, without 

quarrelling, and so in its life, it sows the fruit of righteousness, 

in peace ... ' 40 

Love and unity are, again, dominant influences. Christ's 

own dying charge was that we love one another-an instruction 

observed and plainly evident in the behaviour of the early 

Christians, but sadly lacking in the modern day 'saints' who 

'endlessly ... fall out, ~nd fight one with another .. .' 41 Sterry 

begged Christia!}S to 'study and practice that great Command of 

31 Teachings, Epistle Dedicatory. 
38 Deaths in the civil war amounted to perhaps 3.7% of the population. 
(Seel, Regicide and Republic, p. 104). 
39 DFW, preface. 
4° Free Grace, p. 10. 
41 Ibid. p. 7. 
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Love, as the Lesson of thy whole Life .. .'42 Yet love brings with 

it certain responsibilities and fully exemplifies the constant 

balance there exists between freedom and necessity. As shall be 

expanded upon later, for Sterry, freedom involved a necessary 

determination to the good, and he would have agreed with 

Ralph Cudworth, whose sermon he possibly heard in the 

Commons in 1647, that love is 'at once a Freedome from all 

Law, a State of purest Liberty, and yet a Law too of the most 

constraining and indispensable Necessity. '43 However, such a 

love was, sadly, only too absent from the contemporary 

Church, and Sterry believed, with affecting imagery, that the 

many splits appearing in the Church would afflict Christ with 

wounds both upon His body and spirit:44 'is it nothing to you, 

the grief and pain which Jesus Christ feels?' 45 Such a des/re for 

peace based on the pain and suffering which schism and war 

physically afflict on Christ had already been powerfully written 

by William Chillingworth,46 who proclaimed that pain and 

heresy should be 'banished (from) the world,' as those 

'wretched contentions' now 'rend and tear in pieces, not the 

coat, but the members and bowels of Christ. .. ' 47 Sterry 

42 DFW, preface. 
43 Cudworth, Sermon before the House a/Commons, (London, 1647) p. 76. 
44 True Way p. 9. 
45 Ibid. 
46 William Chillingworth (1602-1644) was a great Latitudinarian Anglican. 
47 Chillingworth, The Religion of Protestants: a safe way to salvation'. 
(1684). 
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meanwhile earnestly wished that all Christ's followers in 

England, Scotland and Ireland would receive an 'enlightening 

spirit. .. a melting spirit of Grace' so that they might see how 

fully their actions wounded Christ;48 contemplation of God and 

contempt for the world would then lead to such a unified, 

universal peace.49 Sterry employs the lovely image of lines 

drawing closer to one another, the nearer the centre they 

move, 50 for in the same way the closer to Christ they draw, the 

more that the differences between them are insignificant. 

Likewise, too much emphasis upon the outward forms of 

religion, (as had been the contention with Laudianism) rather 

than on the inward beliefs and spirit, place 'Veils' upon the 

face of Christ.51 Differing opinions are mere 'husks', but the 

Truth (of Christ and Spirit) endures forever, and mere outward 

· form ' is unimportant compared to this fundamental spirit of 

Christ.52 Many matters were indifferent; or adiaphorous, in 

worship, when compared with the overarching, unifying spirit 

of Christ, and amongst the Cambridge Platonists Sterry was not 

48 True Way, p. 12. Stains from the blood of the thousands killed in the civil 
wars, believed Stel1'y, could only be washed away by the blood of God 
which alone could make ' these crimson sins white' (ibid. p. 16). 
49 Appearance, p. 294. 
50 Sterry, MS 291, p. 252, (E.C.L). 
51 Appearance, p. 301. 
52 Ibid. p. 413. 
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alone in this view;53 Whichcote, for example, declared that 

there exist several matters 'wherein we differ' and 'not 

certainly determined in Scripture,' which are unimportant 

compared to Christ's divine word.54 Sterry reminded his 

Parliamentary listeners in 1647 that 'when we Consecrate, or 

converse with any Ordinance or Peculiar way of worship, let us 

then remember, that our Object is the Person of Jesus 

Christ.. .whose extent is wider than the Earth.' 55 Christ's love, 

unity and marvellous Spirit extend over all unimportant 

differences, rendering them trivial and although there are many 

contests between the 'Children of God' regarding opinions, 'the 

same Truth may dwell in all those Appearances ... ' 56 

For God is a God of love, and Peter Sterry highlighted this 

fact strongly throughout his work, thereby reacting to the 

·typical extreme Calvinist perception of God as wrathful and 

vengeful, by instead stressing His goodness and love for all. 

Such a method was employed by all the Cambridge Platonists 

to combat the dangerous fear of such an angry God, which they 

believed was the 'root cause of atheism', since atheism brought 

53 Also Henry More claimed: a 'unity of hearts (is) better than Uniformity in 
actions indifferent.' An Explanation of the Divine Mystery of Godliness, 
London, 1660,p.502. 
54 Whichcote, 'Letter to Tuckney' , Sept. 1651-Whichcote/Tuckney 
c01Tespondence in Moral and Religious Aphorisms, p. 11. 
55 Clouds, p. 48. 
56 Appearance, p. 412. 
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with it in contrast a 'kind of deliverance.' 57 Sterry therefore 

highlights God's love as a matter of priority: 'Love is the first, 

and the last, the most high Father, and end of all. ' 58 It 

encompasses heaven and earth, time and eternity.59 As John 

Smith similarly remarked, 'sourness and arbitrariness' are not 

good representations of God.60 Indeed, claims Sterry, anger is 

only attributed to God because of humans' anthropomorphism, 

in which 'God is represented to us in the form, and in the 

fashion of a man.' 61 

God's grace is 'love at its greatest height, this is the pure 

honey62 the grace of God, free grace that flows of its own 

accord, without any thing moving, from the nature and heart of 

God himself. ' 63 Sterry encourages his readers to open up their 

inward and outward senses, and 'all the Powers and Faculties 

of thTwhole Man' to take in fully the extent of the divine love. 

For the love of God operating as internal grace could also act as 

a uniting force, and divine love could draw one 'by a sweet and 

57 For more on this argum~nt that the Cambridge Platonists believed there to 
be dangers inherent in extreme Calvinism, see Frederick Beiser's excellent 
book The Sovereignty of Reason, (Princeton 1996) pp. 142. 
58 RRR, p. 332. 
59 Ibid. p. 324. . 
60 John Smith, Select Discourses, p. 26. 
61 DFW, p. 145. Jeremiah White claimed also that the idea of God as a cruel 
being is 'but a false image, an Idol which guilty, angry, peevish Man hath 
set up within itself in the place of God.' (Jeremiah White, The Restoration 
of all things, ( 1779) p. 186. 
62 Honey was a popular, often-used image in Puritanism for the sweet, 
flowing love of God. 
63 Free grace, p. 5/6. 
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irresistible force to itself.' 64 Then such love of God might then 

have a wider effect on the wider world: 'Hearts must be 

spiritually cemented by the Blood of Christ, before they can be 

rightly compos'd into an External Frame of Civil Peace.'65 John 

Smith similarly equates the love of God with peace and 

healing, and this love is a 'warm sun' 'break(ing) forth with 

healing in its wings. ' 66 Thus peace and harmony also spring 

from the beauty and love found in divine wisdom, as Sterry 

declared rapturously: 'What understanding would not joyfully 

lie down for ever, and lose itself in the gloriously soft and 

bright Bosom of Divine Wisdom .. . (for) Divine Wisdom is no 

other than the beautiful and blissful Harmony of the Divine 

Love.' 67 

III. Toleration and Its Limits 

Despite a prevailing anti-Catholicism in the country at large, 

Cromwell's attitude towards English Roman Catholics was 

relatively tolerant, and ,during the Protectorate the Roman 

Catholics ' had an easier time than either before or for another 

one hundred ·a1?d fifty years afterwards.'68 However, toleration 

had its limits regarding public profession, for political reasons 

64 RRR, p. 362. 
65 Appearance, p. 281. 
66 Smith, Select Discourses, p. 330. 
61 DFW, p. 221. 
68 Geoffrey F. Nuttall, ' Cromwell ' s Toleration' in Transactions of the 
Congregational Histo,y Society, XI, (1930-32), ed. Albert Peel, p. 283. 
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as well as the need for unity, as Cromwell explained in a 

famous quotation: 'I meddle not with any man's conscience. 

But if by liberty of conscience you mean a liberty to exercise 

the Mass, I judge it best to use plain dealing, and to let you 

know, where the Parliament of England have power, that will 

never be allowed of. ' 69 For Cromwell desired to keep 

Christians godly and united, and therefore, although the 

Instrument of Government disallowed 'Popery', 'Prelacy' or 

licentiousness it was never statutorily confirmed amid fears of 

also letting through heterodox opinions.70 Also, in 1654 Sterry 

acted as one of Cromwell ' s 'Triers ' , one of thirty-eight men

mostly Independents though also some Baptists and 

Presbyterians-who examined and approved ministers for 

benefices. Yet the absence of any precise liturgical instructions 

·meant, that doctrine was not very stringently tested.71 Indeed, 

Cromwell's attitude, particularly towards the . Anglicans, 

softened as he felt more secure politically. Bishop Burnet 

commented that Cromwe.ll 'began in latter years to be gentler 

towards those of the Church of England; they had their 

meetings in secret places about London without any 

69 Oliver Cromwell, ' For the Governor in Ross ... ,' Oct. 19 1649, Writings 
and Speeches, vol. II, p. 146. 
70 Such as socinianism and antinomianism. Cromwell was tough on 
socinianism, sending the prominent socinian John Biddle to prison on the 
Scilly Isles. 
71 John Spurr, English Puritanism, p. 118. 
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disturbance from him.' 72 Anglican services were declared 

illegal in the 1653 'Instrument of Government,' but there is 

certainly evidence that Episcopalian services 'were not 

altogether proscribed,' 73 and that the prohibited festivals of 

Easter and Christmas stubbornly survived.74 Later in the decade 

even Cromwell's own daughter was married according to the 

Book of Common Prayer. 

In 1655, Cromwell proudly declared to the Fifth Monarchist, 

John Rogers: 'I tell you there was never such liberty of 

conscience, no, never such liberty since the days of Antichrist 

as is now-for may not men preach and pray what they will?' 75 

Yet Cromwell's idea of freedom of conscience and unity with 

Christ was frequently more narrowly defined than many of the 

diverse sects of the age would have wished. Cromwell himself 

was sceptical at the sects' desire for freedom: 'Every sect saith, 

Oh! Give me libe1ty. But give him it, and to his power he will 

not yield it to anybody else.'76 For .Cromwell's view was much 

like Peter Sterry's; fre~dom of conscience was not a loose, 

wanton liberty nor was narrow and restrictive, but it was as 

72 Bishop Burnet 's Histoty of His own Time, vol. I, (London 1753) p. 93/4. 
73 Oliver Cromwell, Writings and Speeches, vol. II, ed, Abbot, p. 281 . 
74 John Morrill (ed.) Reactions to the English Civil War 1642-49, 'The 
Church in England 1642-9' (Cambridge 1982) p. 107. 
75 Cromwell, ' In exchange with John Rogers-a fifth monarchist', Writings 
and speeches, ed. Abbot, vol. III, p. 612. 
76 Cromwell,'His Highnesse the Lord Protector's speech to Parliament', 
Writings and Speeches, Sept. Ii\ 1654, vol. III, p. 459. 
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wide as the Truth allowed. In the same way that freedom of the 

will was yet tied to the understanding and to the truth, freedom 

of conscience was tied to the unity and spirit of Christ. 77 Thus it 

had an orderly, peaceful, generous quality, and there is also no 

doubt that the chaplain was even more imbued with its spirit 

than the Protector. 

However liberty of conscience had its limits, and as Oliver 

Cromwell's priority was to maintain the peace and order of the 

nation, he was particularly wary of those political and religious 

movements he believed to be challenging this. He claimed in 

1656 that the sects ' if quiet, peaceable (may enjoy) conscience 

and liberty to themselves (so long as) they do not make religion 

a pretence for arms and blood.'78 Indeed, the 'high-watermark 

of radicalism'79 had already occurred in the years 1647-9, when 

movements such as the Levellers and the Ranters reached their 

zenith. The Levellers-radical for theiF day, though not by 

modern standards-primarily demanded religious and political 

liberties, demands con.sidered threatening to the traditional 

social hierarchy. Meanwhile we have already come across the 

77 Nathaniel Culverwell similarly claimed that in God's decrees 
'understanding and will met together, His truth and goodness kissed each 
other.' Elegant and Learned Discourse, p. 120. 
78 Cromwell, 'Speech at the opening of Parliament' 1656, Writings and 
Sfeeches, vol. IV, p. 271. . 
7 B. Reay-'Radicalism and Religion in the English Revolution-an 
introduction' in Radical Religion in the English Revolution, ed. J.F 
McGregor and B. Reay, (Oxford 1984) p. 19. 
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disorderly Ranters, whose beliefs lurched dangerously into 

antinomianism, and who posed a threat to social hierarchy and 

011hodoxy, as well as the Fifth Monarchists who threatened 

. political stability. Such movements were considered to be 

politically and socially subversive and as a supporter of the 

Cromwellian regime, Sterry was keen to distance himself from 

them. 

IV. Sterry and the Quakers 

The Quakers were a more complex problem. The Society of 

Friends ('Quakers' was an abusive nickname)8° originated in 

the Interregnum when the movement infuriated Cromwell with 

its early anticlericalism, and disrespect of rank and the 

Commonwealth's civil officers.81 The Friends also refused to 

take oaths and some were pacifists. Robert Baillie spoke for 

many of both his fellow Presbyterians, and also Independents, 

when he declared in 1656: 'This sect .of Quakers is like to prove 

troublesome . . . They in a .furious way cry down both ministry 

and magistry. Some of them actually seem to be possessed with 

a devil, their fury, their irrational passions, and bodily 

convulsions are so great. ' 82 Particularly in the 1650s the sect 

80 The Journal of George Fox, ed. Norman Penney, (London 1924.) In his 
journal, Fox complained that 'the Priest scoffed at us and called us .Quaker,' 
(p- 57). 
8 Paul, Lord Protector, p. 329. 
82 Baillie, Le//ers and Journals, p. 413. 
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was unruly and disruptive, and many confused them with the 

disorderly Ranters. 83 

Meanwhile George Fox,84 the founder of the Society of 

Friends, railed against so-called ministers with their 'images 

and crosses, and sprinkling of infants ... '. Moreover, he 

pronounced, in a remark shocking to his contemporaries in the 

deeply hierarchical seventeenth century, that 'when the Lord 

sent me forth into the world, He forbade me to put off my hat to 

any, high or low; and I was required to thee and thou all men 

and women, without any respect to rich or poor, great or 

small. ' 85 The Society of Friends suffered from persecution on 

many occasions, beginning in 1652, and Fox himself spent a 

miserable time in Carlisle dungeon in 1653 when the judges left 

him to the 'magistrates of the town, giving them what 

encouragement they could to exercise their cruelty upon 

them.' 86 After the 1655 Proclamation specifically against 

members of the Society of Friends,87 they were viewed above 

83 Chrisopher Hill maintains that the 'whole early Quaker movement was far 
closer to the Ranters in spirit than its leaders like later to recall .. . ' (Hill, 
World Turned Upside Down, (London 1972) p. 187. As late as 1668 Fox 
claimed that man'y called Quakers were really Ranters (ibid. p. 193). 
84 George Fox (1624-91) The son of a weaver, Fox had a conversion 
experience in 1647, whereupon he embarked upon a travelling preaching 
ministry. 
85 George Fox, Journal, p. 21/22. 
86 Ibid. p. 89. 
87 Cromwell proclaimed against those such as Ranters and Quakers 'who do 
daily both reproach and disturb the Assemblies and Congregations_ of 
Christians, in their Publique and Private meetings.' (' A Proclamation 
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all as 'Disturbers of the Civil Peace';88 three years later George 

Fox was moved to write to Cromwell in 1658 depicting the 

Friends' plight. In short, it was a time of 'great 

suffering ... many Friends being in prisons .. .'89 Yet by as early 

as 1654, Fox had personally gained the favour of Cromwell and 

in 1655 preached in Whitehall to ' those who were called 

Oliver' s gentlemen who were of his guard .. . ' Also probably 

listening was Peter Sterry who was very likely one of the 

'several priests ' 90 about Oliver Cromwell described by Fox at 

this time. 

The Naylor case was perhaps the most infamous scandal 

regarding the Quakers during these years. James Naylor, 

regarded by many as the chief Quaker in England during the 

1650s,9 1 was a Yorkshireman who had been converted from 

· Independency to Quakerism by George Fox. However, he has 

been described as the culmination of. Ranter . tendency in 

Quakerjsm.92 He gained notoriety, and the ire of other Quakers, 

through claiming 'Christ was in him' and by riding through the 

streets of Bristol in a direct imitation of Christ' s entrance into 

prohibiting the bisturbing of Ministers and other Christians in their 
Assemblies and Meetings', Writings and Speeches, ed. Abbot, vol. III, p. 
627). 
88 Ibid. 'A Proclamation prohibiting the Disturbing of Ministers and other 
Christians in their Assemblies and Meetings, p. 627. 
89 George Fox, Journal, p. 172. 
90 Ibid .. p. I07. 
91 Christopher Hill, World Turned Upside Down, p. I 86. 
92 Ibid. p. 199. 
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Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. As a result, a committee of the 

Commons heard Naylor's case of blasphemy in November and 

December 1656. Humphrey Robinson, a shopkeeper in London 

wrote in January 1657 that Naylor had been sentenced by 

Parliament, 'whipt and bored through the tongue ... and now 

sent to Bristol, where his blasphemies were committed, to ride 

to the horses tale through the citty and after to be whipt (sic.) 

The Protestants writt a letter for some moderation but the house 

(of Commons) would not harken to it.' 93 However Naylor's 

actions disgusted even his fellow Quakers, and Fox claimed 

that he had 'turned against the power of God ... ' 94 Additionally, 

Cromwell and Parliament particularly feared Naylor who, as 

the leader of an organised movement, had swept down from the 

North converting former Ranters and Levellers to his cause.95 

Although Cromwell queried the cries for such strong 

punishment of Naylor, including refusing to support his own 

son's call for Naylor's execution;96 he was able to convert 

anger in Parliament into persuading the Army to accept a 

toning down of religious toleration in the 'Humble Petition and 

93 Humphrey Robinson, in Extracts from State Papers relating to Friends 
1654 to 1672, ed. Norman Penney, (London 1913) p. 24. 
94 George Fox, Journal, p. 137. 
95 Hill, World Turned Upside Down, p. 200. 
96 Abbot, Writings and Speeches, vol. IV, p. 350. 
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Advice' of 1657.97 Naylor was duly branded, flogged and had 

his tongue bored through, before being imprisoned for life. 

However, in an example of how much further even than 

Cromwell he was prepared to go to in pursuit of freedom of 

conscience, Sterry has been regarded as sympathetic to 

Quakerism and his 'courageous' sermon to Parliament in 1656 

defended the sect at their most unpopular moment.98 Sterry was 

keen to emphasise that true Quakerism was something 

orthodox, and very different from the blasphemous actions of 

one so-called Friend. He added his support to the Quakers' 

emphasis upon the miracles of Christ: ' it is our unbeleefe that 

we do not see ... those wonders which He hath wrought and is 

still working ... ' 99 He even defended the sect's well-known 

tendency to 'quake' under the influence of the Holy Spirit, 

· claiming 'Behold, the Earth, the Air, the Waters, the Fire, the 

Heavens see the Lord and are troubles, shal his saints be 

insensible of Him?' 100 Yet Naylor had sadly turned away from 

such things of the spirit .and had mingled 'fleshly designs with 

spiritual discoveries. ; ioi 

Perhaps Sterry could see the similarity in some areas of the 

Friends' thought to that of the Cambridge Platonists. Blair 

97 Ibid. p. 201. 
98 Blair Worden 'Toleration' in Persecution ed. Sheils, Studies in Church 
History 21, (Oxford 1984) p. 208. 
99 Way of God, p. 12. 
100 Ibid. p. 22. 
IOI Ibid. p. 34. 
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97 Ibid. p. 20 l. 
98 Blair Worden 'Toleration' in Persecution ed. Sheils, Studies in Church 
History 21, (Oxford 1984) p. 208. 
99 Way of God, p. 12. 
100 Ibid. p. 22. 
IOI Ibid. p. 34. 
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Worden believes that Quaker doctrine could sometimes 'bear a 

resemblance to Independent theology in one sense similar to 

that borne by Platonist teaching.' 102 Marjorie Nicolson likewise 

remarks that in 'veracity, simplicity and spiritual inwardness' 

the Cambridge Platonist Henry More-whose theology Sterry 

so appreciated-was an 'integral part of the same movement' 

as the Quakers. Someone even told More that the reading of his 

Divine Mystery of Godliness was what first turned George 

Keith a Quaker. 103 This however, Henry More would not have 

appreciated or agreed with, as, despite his friendship with 

Keith, and his declaration of the fact that there were 'good 

amongst them' 104 he professed the Quakers to be 'deluded 

souls'; they placed too much emphasis on an enthusiasm, 

unfortunately, intoxicating them with 'vapours from the lowest 

part of their body.' 105 Yet, in the Friends' spiritual devotion, 

and emphases on love and unity, 106 and the inner spark and 

immediacy of the Spirit within, Quaker doctrine and 

Cambridge Platonism s1:1rely overlap. 

102 Blair Worden, 'Toleration' in Persecution ed. Sheils, Studies in Church 
History 21 , (Oxford 1984) p. 208. 
103 More-Conway, July 14, 1671 , The Conway Letters, ed. Maijorie Hope 
Nicolson, revised by Sarah Hutton, (Oxford 1992) p. 341. George Keith was 
a key Quaker of the period. 
104 Ibid. p. 414. 
105 Henry More, Enthusiasmus Triumphatus, in A Collection. of Several 
Philosophical Writings of Hemy More, 1712, p. 17 and 18. 
106 Sterry commented that ' Love and Unity are ever inseparable,' (RRR., p. 
353). 
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Peter Sterry's own belief in reason's dependence on the 

spirit, and on spirit's total supremacy-a belief which, as we 

shall see, he stressed to a greater extent than the other 

Cambridge Platonists-was also close to the views of George 

Fox. Fox, the founder of the Quaker movement, similarly to 

Sterry, significantly used the 'candle of the Lord' imagery so 

beloved of Benjamin Whichcote to highlight the importance of 

spirit over reason, and the centrality of Christ in all things. Fox 

stressed that man's spirit as the candle of the Lord 107 'must be 

enlightened by the Spirit and Light of the Lord ... (so that) his 

spirit reveals the things of God unto him; 108 one should keep 

one's eyes fixed on Christ Who 'enlightens their Candle' so 

that it will not go out. 109 Fox continued that those who claimed 

Christ's light to be merely natural and that no miracles occurred 

· any more, must be like 'their forefathers the Pharisees and 

Jews,' 110 and he also stressed Christ's role as mediator between 

107 Significantly, Fox uses the phrase so associated with the Cambridge 
Platonists (see whichcote, Aphorisms, p. 129.) Like Stell'y however, Fox 
stresses that the candle is primarily spiritual and owes all its ability solely to 
God's grace. Thus Man's own rational capacity-in the way highlighted 
paiiicularly by Whichcote in this context-is woefully inadequate in the 
face of the Holy Spirit. 
108 George Fox, The Spirit of Man, the Candle of the Lord, (London 1677) p. 
4. 
109 Op.cit. p. 5. 
110 Op.cit.. p. 24. 
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mankind and God. 111 It is then no wonder that, whilst Sterry 

disliked disorder and spurned the extreme blasphemies of 

someone like Naylor, he had some sympathy for the orthodox 

basis 112 of the Friends' movement, so vilified by many of his 

contemporaries. Indeed, the Platonist Anne Conway, whose 

thought bears such a resemblance to Sterry's113 joined the 

Society of Friends late in her life, and her coffin bore the 

epitaph 'Quaker Lady' scratched on its leaden cover. 114 The 

fact that Conway, whose thought in many ways was so near 

Sterry's own, was finally convinced by the inner spiritual 

111 Op.cit. p. 30. Some orthodox criticisms of Quakerism had centred on the 
supposed Quaker stress on the allegorical rather than the historical nature of 
Christ. 
112 Anne Conway, whose thought was so similar to Sterry' s, viewed the 
principles and practices of the Quakers as 'Christian and Apostolical. ' 
(Conway-More, 4 Feb 1675/6, Conway Letters, ed. Nicolson, · revised 

· Hutton, p. 422). 
11 3 Similarities between the thought of Anne Conway and that of Peter 
Sterry, include the idea of universal salvation, pre:existence ·of the soul, the 
emphasis on the God of love, Christ's ce1,1trality as mediator, and a more 
monist outlook of reality. Also, Conway warns others against conceiving 
God as ' an idol of their own imagination' (The Principles of the Most 
Ancient and Modern Philosophy, ed. Allison P. Coudert and Taylor Corse, 
Cambridge 1996, p. 21.) This statement is similar to Stell'y's that 'All 
images here ... set us as the true and proper Appearance of God to the Spirit 
of Man are Idols ... ' (Appearance, p. 185.) So why such a similarity? Both 
Conway and Ste1;·y were influenced by Henry More, whose poetry, in 
particular, they both admired- see Conway-More, 4th Feb. 1675/6, in 
Principles p. 420, and Sterry, 'Letter to Scipio' , MS 289, July 1669, p. 109, 
(E.C.L), and possibly via him, or even Bishop George Rust (d. 1670, Bishop 
of Dromore and Fellow of Christ' s College Cambridge) who accompanied 
Conway and her husband to Ireland and was a fellow espouser of universal 
salvation, did Stell'y' s writings perhaps reach Conway. Nevertheless, the 
Sterry/Conway link remains tenuous, although most ce1iainly possible. 
114 Conway Letters, ed. Nicolson, revised Hutton, p. 451. 
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power and love exhibited by Quakers, may give us some idea 

as to the reason for Sterry's sympathy with the movement. 

V. The Re-Admission of the Jews 

As well as his eager millennial expectation, Sterry's desire 

for God's love and spiritual unity to encompass the whole of 

creation was the reason for his tolerant stance regarding the 

readmission of the Jews to England. The Jews had left England 

by the order of Edward I in 1290, although crypto-Jews had 

been worshipping in a secret synagogue in London since the 

early seventeenth-century, if not before, 115and many Jewish 

exiles from Spain and Portugal were living in seventeenth

century London. 116 However, it was at the 1648 'Pride's Purge' 

that the Jewish question really came to the fore, as the army 

officers instigating the Purge were greatly in favour of religious 

liberty .117 Peter Sterry was intimately connected with those at 

the centre of the Jewish negotiations ·as, significantly, was John 

Sadler, 118 Sterry's fellow .early-Platonist Cambridge colleague, 

who was also one of those in 1649 agitating for the Jews' 

115 Lucien Wolf (ed.), Menasseh Ben Israel 's mission to Oliver Cromwell 
1649-56, (London 1901) p. xiv. 
116 N.G Brett James, 'Cromwellian London' in Transactions of the 
Congregational Histo,y Society, vol. XIV (1940-44) ed. Albert Peel and 
Geoffrey Nuttall, p. 8. 
117 Wolf (ed.) Menasseh Ben lsrael, p. xix. 
118 John Sadler (1615-74) served as a Master in Chancery during the 
Protectorate, and became Master of Magdalene College, Cambridge, 

144 



readmission. 119 Also Nathaniel Holmes, a 'notorious 

millenarian' , and for whose work Resurrection Revealed, 1653, 

Sterry wrote a preface, was one of Menasseh Ben Israel's early 

correspondents regarding the Jewish question. 120 However, 

importantly, as far as men such as Cromwell and Sterry were 

concerned, millenarianism was one of the encouragements 121 to 

the readmission of the Jews to England, as it was the only way 

on which they might be converted to Christianity, and thus 

fulfil what was necessary in the 'last days' before Christ's reign 

on earth. Therefore a Jewish conversion was every 

millenarian' s dream. Henry More likewise expressed the desire 

that the Jews might be converted, when he claimed that in 

Christendom purged of wickedness 'it would be a very great 

Miracle if the Jews could be kept from being converted.' 122 

Unity of the godly, as ever, was at the forefront of the minds of 

both Cromwell and Sterry. Millenarianism therefore; with the 

imminent coming of the Messiah and its ideas of final unity in 

Christ, was intricately bound with the Jewish question; 

Cromwell even called the Jews 'men of God' and asked the 

11 9 Wolf(ed), Menasseh, p. xxii. 
120 Ibid. p. XXV . 
12 1 Other encouragements included the imp01iance to Cromwell of ' imperial 
expansion' , with which the Jews could only be an asset-they controlled 
Spanish/Portugese trade, helped found the Hamburg Bank, and were 
interested in the Dutch East and West Indian companies. Op.cit, p. xxx. 
122 Henry More, Divine Mystery of Godliness, p. 181. 
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clergy present at the conference whether it was their opinion 

that the Jews were 'one day to be called into the church?' 123 

Oliver Cromwell therefore decided that a conference of 

representatives from the clergy, law and trade should decide the 

question. The sixty theologians included Ralph Cudworth, 

Benjamin Whichcote and Anthony Tuckney, and yet returned a 

verdict unfavourable to the Jewish proposal. Consequently, in 

desperation, on 11 th December 1655, on the eve of the third 

meeting, it was ordered by Cromwell that Sterry and two others 

(including Sterry's fellow chaplain, Hugh Peters) should be 

added to the group of ministers attending the committee. 124 It is 

certain that Cromwell particularly included Peter Sterry 

because he trusted his opinion to be like his own, particularly 

regarding issues of freedom of conscience. 125 Yet the Jewish 

cause was damaged by an angry Hugh Peters, having already 

heard the news of closet Jews living in London, whilst others in 

the conference also feared that plots were afoot to convert 

Christians to Judaism. Hoyvever, all was not lost as far as Jews 

were concerned, as before Cromwell's death there were 

organised Jewis~ communities in London, protected by rights 

of residence, worship and trade. 126 

123 Cromwell, Writings and Speeches, vol. IV, p. 51. . 
124 C.S.P, (Domestic series, 1655-56) vol. CII, (1882) p. 52, (P.R.0). 
125 Wolf, Menasseh, p. I. 
126 Op.cit. p. liv. 
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VI. Calvinism and Freedom of Conscience 

For Sterry election and grace are the bases of justification

a very Calvinist view 127
• However, the basis of both election 

and God's grace are widened, and with Sterry's customary 

emphasis on love, election is more fully described as 'rich 

jewel of electing love' 128
: 'Who can say of any Heart, which he 

is about to pierce with his Sword, that his Saviour lives not 

there, tho' perhaps he do not yet appear129?' What a sobering 

point this is for the civil war armies, who slaughtered their 

enemy without much thought. Tying with his belief in the 

'candle of the Lord' as a divine spark within all, Sterry 

maintains that everyone has the potential to be saved, and that 

even if one is not one of the 'elect' now, it does not mean that 

they never will be; in the same way, as we shall see later, the 

candle of the Lord may be a tarnished light in the human, but it 

too contains the potential for everyone to ascend to. the divine. 

Here Sterry is attempting to temper harsh Calvinist 

predestination, and is onGe again stressing the goodness and 

love of God. 

Some of the <;am bridge Platonists declared that hell was 'of 

our own creation, and not God's' 130 and that it was 'rather a 

127 Appearance, p. 225. 
128 RRR, p. 370. 
129 Appearance, p. 291. 
130 Whichcote, Works, Discourse XXXVIII, p. 198. 
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Nature than a Place.' 131 We are furthest away from God when 

we are full of 'hellish dispositions' such as pride and envy, 

whilst Heaven is our 'resemblance and imitation of God.' 132 

However, as a stronger Calvinist than his Platonist colleagues, 

Sterry admitted that for the truly evil, hell did most certainly 

exist, albeit-and importantly-for purgative, refining, 

restorative (rather than persecuting) reasons. Although God is a 

face of 'loving kindness' to his people, he is of the most 

'exalted vengeance and wrath to his enemy .. .' 133 and 'hail

Stones and Coals of fire' are rained down upon the 'carnally 

unclean.' 134 As a Calvinist, Sterry felt that there were many 

who violated Christ's grace and love in various ways, such as 

the 'profane Heathen' 135 to whom God's grace was alien, and 

who 'live under Wrath while they live,'1 36 the devout Jew with 

too much emphasis on good works instead of unconditional 

love, and the 'wanton Christian' who scoffed at God's love and 

maintained God's grace to be 'insipid.' 137 

However, Sterry's har.shest words were reserved for those 

who committed the unspeakable sin of killing the divine seed 

131 Smith, Select Discourses, p. 447. 
132 Whichcote, Works, Discourse XXXVIII, p. 195/196. 
133 Way of God, p. 21. 
134 Appearance, p. 334. 
135 Nevertheless, Sterry approves the heathen's 'divinity and poetry' which 
teaches that 'Love is the eldest and youngest of the Gods.' (DFW, p. 41). 
136 Appearance, p. 459. 
137 Ibid. p. 215/216. 
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within them, and thus their potential for deification, as we shall 

consider later; their action would lead to 'spirits of blood, of 

death, of horrour and slaughter' eating their flesh and 

consuming 'all the Light of Life and Beauty' within them. 138 

Yet all the sufferings of evil people after death is interestingly 

described as 'refining the Gold by fire, untill the dross be 

entirely consumed, that it may come forth pure, shining and 

incorruptible.' 139 Also influenced strongly here by Origen, 

Sterry believed that the suffering of hell is a purgative rather 

than a retaliatory force, an act of the God Whose emphasis is 

on love and ultimate union, rather than on wrath. 140 Sterry' s 

idea of punishment thus differs from the more retaliatory act of 

Calvinism, and again ties in with his continual stress on the 

God of love. One also wonders at the similarity of his idea of 

· hell to the Roman Catholic idea of Purgatory, and perhaps 

Sterry himself realises this, for he soon after adds that the 

Catholic distinction between venial and mortal sins is a false 

one, as 'to us all sins are. in themselves mortall, and there is one 

138 RRR, p. 360. 
139Sterry, MS 29i, p. 110, (E.C.L.) Also compare this to Jeremiah White's 
description of the divine love as a 'refiner's fire ... '(Clarke, Restoration of 
all things, p. 181.) Both were obviously influenced by Christ's message to 
the church at Laodicea in Revelation 3: 18/19: 'I advise you to buy from me 
gold refined in the fire to make you truly rich ... All whom I love I reprove 
and discipline.' 
140 In his On First Principles, Origen describes how the enemies of God are 
conquered and subdued, so that the 'the end is, in effect, like the beginning.' 
(Traite des Principes, I.6.2, Book I, Paris 1978, ed. Crouzel and Simonetti.) 
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place alone of torment.' 141 However, yet again Sterry stresses 

the purgative power of punishment, as God's end is to show 

mercy to all. Even the fact of unbelief forms the means by 

which God can show mercy, for God is as absolute in locking 

all humans up in unbelief as he is in showing mercy. 142 Both 

actions are actions of the most profound love, in the sense that 

all motions are 'to the vi1tue of the end ... the end is the light, 

the life, the loveliness of the means.' 143 

Thus, as a result of Sterry's emphasis on the love and grace 

of God, all is not lost even for those who seem most far away 

from Him. God 's tremendous grace encompasses all those even 

of the 'blackest guilt,' who are then cleansed by Christ, Who 

will pull them towards His 'healing pool,' 144 and all evil people 

are nothing until they allow Christ's grace to change them into 

itself 'as the Wax to the Seal, as the Day to the Light.' 145 For 

anything other than the prayers of Christians ' come not within 

14 1 Sterry, MS 291, p. 115 (E.C.L). 
142 DFW, p. 171. 
143 Op.cit. p. 169. In this section we can see that Sterry is unfairly attacked 
by Richard Baxter who later criticises Sterry for playing down too much the 
reality of evil and consequent judgement, maintaining that, contrary to 
Sterry' s thesis, God's rewarding and punishing are the 'glory of His 
governing Wisdom.' (Catholick Theo/ogie, III, London 1675, p. 115.) Yet 
Sten-y clearly believes in some kind of judgement, followed by possible 
(albeit purgative) suffering as consequent of sin; in this passage, at any rate, 
evil has more reality than elsewhere in his work, perhaps leading to a slight 
tension. 
144 Way of God, p. 42. 
145 Appearance, p. 219. 
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the veil' and are 'but Beasts sacrificed without.' 146 A harsh 

statement this may be, but it arose because of the centrality of 

love-specifically the love of Christ-to Sterry's thought; 

prayers outside the unifying bond of Christ's love are 

worthless, as only Christ's love has the power and the grace to 

unite even the most sinful to Him. 

Christopher Hill has remarked that belief in the existence of 

hell was 'one of the strongest props of religious persecution' 147 

and the belief in the eternal suffering of hell only serves to 

emphasise this point. After all, without eternal damnation 

beyond the grave, persecution in life becomes less important

no one should be forced to hold certain beliefs in order to 

preserve them from the eternal suffering of hell, because God 

will ultimately enfold all to Himself in love. 148 However, 

Sterry's emphasis on love means that although he does not 

follow orthodox Calvinist beliefs regarding-hell, antinomianism 

is still avoided because of the necessary purgative suffering 

involved by those who have been most far from God. Final 

judgment is not avoided, since sins must be punished and 

purged away, b1;1t in the end there shall be a unity of all things 

in Christ. 

146 Ibid. p.103 . 
147 Hill, World Turned Upside Down, p. 142. 
148 Some might say that this belief could be dangerous and lead to 
antinomianism. The Ranters and Quakers were certainly perceived as 
dangerously heading towards such a view. 
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Therefore, punishment and terror of hell was real, if 

temporary, for Sterry; hell and punishment exist to purge evil 

from the soul, but they will not last forever. For the key 

Calvinist issue of election takes on a new, softer and wider 

meaning when combined with Sterry's key-and deeply 

unorthodox---doctrine of apocatastasis or universal salvation. 

The word 'apocatastasis' comes from the Greek and means the 

'restoration of all things' 149 and Sterry had been influenced to 

believe such an idea by both Origen and Jacob Boehme; 

writings by both these men appear in Sterry's list of favoured 

books of 1663 .150 The idea of universal salvation began with 

Clement of Alexandria, and was later espoused by Origen who 

believed in an ultimate subjection of all into Christ. 151 Jeremiah 

149 Acts 3.21. 
150 MS 295, 'Books held by Peter Sterry in Chepsey', ·April 21 i663, p. 385, 
(E.C.L). . 
151 Origen discussed apocatastasis particularly in On First Principles (see 
Traite des Principes, III. 6.3 , Book III, ed. Couzel and Simonetti, Paris 
1980.) The idea of the subjection ·of all into Christ comes from 1 Corinthians 
15: 24-5. Significantly, Sterry's early Platonist colleague in Emmanuel 
College, John Sadler, also believed in universal salvation. Who influenced 
whom here in unclear, (See Jeremiah White, The Restoration of all things, 
1779 (reprinted from 1712) p. xxix.) Another espouser ofapocatastasis, and 
one also connected with the Cambridge Platonist Anne Conway, was 
George Rust. C.A Patrides maintains that Rust was 'one of the very first 
reasonably to expound Origen ' s views' (see 'The Salvation of Satan' in JHI 
XXVIII (1967) p. 478). Rust claimed that even Origen's adversaries could 
only allege that his so-called heresy of universal salvation 'proceeded from 
his over-great solicitude of rendring the wayes of Providence clear, 
righteous and benign,' (A Letter of Resolution concerning Origen, 1661, p. -
71.) However, Sterry can clearly be named as an espouser of Origen's views 
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White-so strongly influenced by Sterry152-and the writer of a 

preface for one of Sterry's books 153-claimed that universal 

salvation is 'of another sort, and upon another score than that 

whereof the Elect are peculiarly partakers.' 154 Certainly his 

universalism was a means of tempering strict Calvinist 

election-albeit in a highly unorthodox manner. Fellow 

Platonist Anne Conway and her famous physician Francis 

Mercurius Van Belmont also espoused universal salvation, the 

latter claiming that Christ's resurrection and the 'pouring forth 

of the Holy Ghost upon all the world' was so that they might all 

be saved. 155 

So as a result of universal salvation, election for Sterry 

attained a more inclusive meaning, and again we can see that 

the God of love and grace is more prominent than the God of 

wrath and vengeance. Such grace is emphasised because, 

without it, the end of the law is death. Thus Sterry dramatically 

claims that the fallen soul has a sense of shame when it sees 

even prior to this. Therefore, Sten-y's own influence on Rust in this area 
cannot be discounted. 
152 White, Restoration of all things, p. 148: 'that incomparable and learned 
pen of Mr Peter SteITy ... ' 
153 RRR, (1663). 
154 White, Restoration of all things, p. 16. 
155 Van Belmont, Two Hundred Queries, p. 14. Anne Conway claimed that 
the 'grace of God will prevail over judgment, and judgment turn into victory 
for the salvation and restoration of creatures.' (Principles, 1996, ed. Coude1i 
and Corse, p. 37.) Although not expressly advocating apocatastasis, 
Benjamin Whichcote stated his belief that 'God desires that all be restored.' _ 
(Works, Discourse XXI, p. 343). 
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itself in the nakedness of deformities. 156 It is with a sense of its 

darkness and deformity and the absence of the divine that it 

feels the obligation and death of the sinner compared to the 

supreme justice of God Who gives everything its due. 157 Yet 

Sterry emphasises that it is for such lost souls Christ's 

d . l . 158 re eemmg ove 1s to save. 

Therefore, Sterry approvingly quotes St. Paul159 that ' God 

will have all to be saved, and come to knowledge of the 

Truth.' 160 All 'tempests and flames' of divine justice and wrath 

'vanish into a golden Calm and Sun-shine of Divine Loveliness 

and Love.' 161 Everyone eventually is turned to the good, so 

that-emphatically-God will be 'all in all.' 162 This desire that 

God be 'all in all' is also expressed by the other Cambridge 

Platonists, particularly Benjamin Whichcote and John Smith163 

156 DFW, p. 143. 
157 Ibid. p. 144. 
158 

In rather uncharacteristic prose, SteJTy remarks of those who hear the 
Word of God and 'tread' it under their feet: 'are not these the Spirits upon 
whom wrath is to come so long.as Christ shall reign?' (ibid. p. 158.) Yet, in 
comparison with his other remarks, this comment must mean that for such 
enemies of God, alienation from God will last a long time. 
159 1 Timothy 2: I 
160 RRR, p. 34. 
16 1 DFW, p. 236. 
162 I Corinthians 15:28. Compare also to Karl Batih, 'The Resurrection of 
the Body', Dogmatics in Outline, (New York 1959) p. 155: ' God will be all 
in all.' 
163 See Whichcote's Works, Discourse XXVIII, vol. II, p. 61, and Smith 
Select Discourses, p. 149 and 411. Significantly though, neither explicitly 
espoused apocatastasis, (although perhaps, interestingly, Whichcote hints at
it-see Works, 1751, p. 343, when he comments that 'God desires that all be 
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and is a statement perfectly conjuring up the love and unity 

inherent in all Sterry's theology. 

Yet what exactly does it mean? St Paul uses it to describe 

the way in which all creation is ultimately subject to God. God 

triumphs over all, and good overcomes evil. It could also be 

interpreted to mean that all are then saved, and thus that 

punishment becomes, as Sterry would believe, a simple 

correction, and that sin is merely ignorance or delinquency. 164 

The phrase also describes the intimate connection between God 

and His people-all creation is bound up in God's providential 

scheme, and all strive for the ultimate good-something which 

ties in well with Sterry's view that all things are determined to 

the good. 

However it should be remembered that Sterry's universalist 

unorthodoxy was deeply heretical in his own time, and the fact 

that men such as the radical Digger Gerard Winstanley was 

among those who believed in a form of universal salvation165 

explains why Sterry felt the need to keep his unorthodox belief 

quiet. 166 The doctrine of Hell was a favourite preaching subject 

for Puritan diyines, and the belief prospered in English 

restored.') For 'God will be all in all' can be held to mean simply good 
triumphing over evil, and God ruling over all, without implying explicitly 
that hell has a real existence or that its duration is a certain length. 
164 A Dictionmy of religion and ethics, ed. Shailer Mathews and Gerard B. 
Smith, (London 1921) p. 21. 
165 eg. Of the Myste1y of God, 1649. 
166 It was not published until into the next century. 
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theology until at least the end of the seventeenth century. 167 

However, universal salvation had been condemned in the 1552 

A11icles of the Church of England and also explicitly by 

Elizabeth I in 1585. More recently, it had been one of the 

blasphemous beliefs condemned by the Rump Parliament in 

1650, along with the denial of the Bible as God's word, the 

denial of the resurrection and final judgement, and the 

questioning of God's existence. 

Nevertheless, the quotation chosen to accompany Sterry' s 

nineteenth-century stained glass window in Emmanuel College 

chapel was 'let God be all in all ' . This rather suggests that the 

statement-and with it its connotations of the final unity of all 

creation into the hands of a loving God-was one of the most 

striking and memorable aspects of Sterry's theology left for 

posterity. Ce11ainly, considering the phrase' s stress on the love 

and unity of God, it is entirely apt. 

167 N.l Matar, 'Heavenly Joy at the Torments of the Dead in Restoratim1 
Writings' , Notes and Queries 231, ( 1986) p. 466. 
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6 

Sterry, Christ, and Spiritual Contemplation 

I. Mysticism 

We have appreciated already that Sterry was contemplative, 

but was he a mystic? If mysticism can be defined as 'the 

attempt to realise, in thought and feeling, the immanence of the 

temporal in the eternal, and of the eternal in the temporal' 1 then 

he was. Indeed, Sterry's contemplative devotion appears to 

accord with the basic stages of the mystic's ladder of ascent to 

the divine as described by William Ralph Inge. First, there was 

'the 'purgative' life of contrition, followed by the 'illuminative' 

life of focus upon God, and finally there was the contemplative 

life of union with the divine 'face' to face, '2 a union which 

wrought from Sterry many ecstatic lines of prose poetry. 

Fundamentally, Sterry's mysticism contained two main 

themes-that of Christ and of unity. His monist tendency to 

stress the unity of all things and his attempt to envelope all 

things on heaven and on earth into a single spiritual harmony 

fill all his works. However, the immanent yet transcendent 

1 William Ralph Inge, Christian Mysticism, (New York 1956) p. 5. 
2 Inge, Christian Mysticism, p. 12. 
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Person of Christ remained at the centre of Sterry's thought, for 

He alone was able to bound together all things in divine unity, 

through His mediating power. 

II. Sterry and Christ 

Christology was at the heart of all Sterry's contemplation. 

Christ was to Sterry a 'universal man'3-King, Priest and 

Prophet,4 the universal image of God from Whom all other 

images spring.5 Described as the 'first Adam' 6 Christ is at the 

heart of Sterry's theology and His role cannot be 

underestimated, for in a true sense, Christ is the 'Life Picture of 

the whole creation, from whence all the creatures are taken as 

so many copies of the Original.' 7 As Eriugena comments, 

Christ is the 'Idea' and the principal exemplar of all things.8 

However, Sterry follows Jewish mysticism in regarding the 

'universal soul of the world' to be the 'soul of the Messiah;' 

Christ holds a key role within the creative process as He is the 

'looking-glass at the top 9f the room,' the first to receive an 

image of God's face and then to cast the divine figure upon all 

3 Appearance, p. 311. 
4 Teachings, p. 6. 
5 Appearance, p. 478. 
6 DFW, p. 77. 
7 Ibid. p. 227. 
8 Eriugena, Periphyseon III 642bc. In Christ 'everything in heaven and 011 
eatih was created ... ' (Colossians 1: 16). 
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other souls.9 Sterry comments in Puritan devotional style that 

all God's subsequent works are 'love-sparks with ... His Son 

and Bride .. .' 10 Tying in with his thought on Christ's role as a 

co-creator with God in the early days of creation, Sterry also 

maintains that Christ attains a deep connection with the 

terrestrial realm even before the incarnation as He was the 

'figure' in the First Adam and will come again as the Second 

Adam. 11 Christ is thus a 'universal man' for all ages of 

creation. It is unclear as to how metaphorically Sterry is 

speaking here. Certainly a similar-though more unorthodox

connection between Christ and 'Adam Kadmon' (or 'celestial 

Adam') is also made by thinkers such as Francis Mercurius 

Van Helmont and also Anne Conway 12-both influenced 

greatly by the Jewish Kabbalah. 

Christ had been present at the Fall and the giving ·of the 

Law, in the Incarnation, and will be present too at the glorious 

Second Coming. 13 He is identified with Beauty14 and is the 

9 Sterry, MS 291, p. 71. Hebrews 1:2-'through Christ, God created the 
universe' (E.C.L). 
10 DFW, p. 56. Such mysticism is common in Sterry's writings and was a 
recurring strand in Puritan devotion, however in Sterry's case it may have 
also been strengthened by Kabbalistic ideas of the impo1iance of the 
' celestial bride' (Shekinah) of God. (See Gershom Scholem, Major Trends 
in Jewish Mysticism, New York 1995, p. 275). 
II RRR, p. 271. 
12 Conway, Principles, (Cambridge 1996) p. 23. 
13 England's Deliverance, p. 12. 
14 RRR, p. 206. 
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perfection of it15-all other beauties in creation are mere copies 

of Christ, Who alone is true Beauty.16 Christ is also the wisdom 

of God, or the logos as in John 1 and he holds the 'law of all 

Truth and Goodness in His own breast' 17 and yet, reminiscent 

of Platonic midwifery imagery and also in the tradition of the 

mysticism of St Anselm and Julian of Norwich, 18 Christ is also 

described as 'mother' and 'nurse.' 19 Cries Sterry: 'Great is the 

mystery of Godliness2°' of God 'manifested in the Flesh' and 

'justified in the Spirit. ' 21 

III. The Spiritual Light of Christ 

William Ralph Inge describes the mystic as employing 

reason in the 'best sense', almost as 'reason applied to a sphere 

above rationalism. '22 Sterry returns to his favourite topic of the 

· superiority of grace over nature-'two lights' which trouble 

one another.'23 In defence of the elevated nature ·of spirit, and 

probably with contemporary deism- in mind, Sterry defends the 

existence of mysteries in religion. Without such mysterious and 

15 Ibid. p. 211. 
16 Ibid. p. 235. 
17 • 

Teachings, p. 6. 
18 See Gordon Mursell, English Spirituality- from earliest times to 1700, 
(London 2001) p. 338. 
19 Sterry to Peter, MS 292, Sten-y to Peter, Oct. 31st 1662, p. 186, (E.C.L). 
20 Did Henry More have this phrase in mind when he wrote his An 
explanation of the Divine Mystery of Godliness, (1660)? 
21 Teachings, p. 33 . 
22 Inge, Christian Mysticism, p. 21. 
23 Appearance, p. 90. 
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figurative language in Scripture, and the application instead of 

anthropomorphic language to describe Him, God is merely 

reduced to a weak, querulous being.24 

Nature and grace cause 'war in the heart of a saint ' because 

they are ' two contrary principles' living in the same person25
-

a notion suggesting dualism and appearing to challenge Sterry's 

asserted monism. Sterry thus exhorts his readers to 'lean not to 

thy owne Understanding, much less to thine own senses, or 

sensuall desires: but trust perfectly in the Lord, Hee shall make 

thy path a shining Light. '26 For the Holy Spirit provides the 

only light through which true discoveries are laid open.27 

Additionally, it is only in the arrival of Christ that our natural 

understandings are turned into spiritual understandings28 and 

only in the light of Christ that things of creation are more than 

mere shadows. Crucially too, only Christ can join the two 

realms of nature and grace together in His mediatorship.29 

Similarly, the relationship between Law and Gospel was key 

for Sterry. Using 2 Corinthians III: 12-18 as his inspiration, he 

discourses on the differences between them. For if one is under 

24 DFW, p. 171. 
25Appearance, p. 91. Note the similarity here to the thoughts of the 
prominent Puritan, Richard Sibbes: ' we carry about us a double principle, 
Grace and Nature.' (Sibbes, Bruised Reed, p. 50). 
26 Ste1Ty to son John, MS 289, Sterry to son John, (date unknown), p. 74, 
(E.C.L). 
27 Way of God, p. 45 . 
28 Appearance, p. 411. 
29 DFW, p. 197. 
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the law ( of the Old Testament) then one is under a veil, 

whereas under the Gospel of Christ one is set free, and can see 

his glory as in a mirror.30 'If you be under the law, you cannot 

be under grace; if you be under grace, you are no more under 

the law; if you be under the law, sin domineers over you, grace 

is no longer king to you .. .'31 Implicating those such as the 

Roman Catholics, Anglicans and even contemporary 

Presbyterians, Sterry claims that they place too great an 

emphasis upon religious dress and duties, and thus still abiding 

under Law instead of Gospel, creating 'a Distance between thy 

God and thee. ' 32 Everyone should be humbled and 'melted 

quick down ' by the realisation of one's sinful state; their 

' natural man' should be sacrificed on Christ's cross,33 for only 

Christ's spirit overarches such a distinction as that between law 

-and gospel. 

Expanding on his view of the Gospel'-s superiority to law 

Sterry claims that the 'issue' of Luther has been the 

'discoveries, (and) increases of light upon the saints, even unto 

this day; ' 34 the True Church in its true freedom is seen only in 

the spirit:35 'LeJ us also lay aside the Oldnesse of the Letter, 

30 Appearance, p. 2. 
3 1 Free Grace, p. 11. 
32 Appearance, p. 12. 
33 Sterry to Peter, MS 292, p. 218, (E.C.L). 
34 England's Deliverance, p. 44. 
35 Teachings, p. 28. 
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and answer him again with the Newnesse of the Spirit. ' 36 Such a 

belief in the superiority of grace and spirit over law also leads 

to Sterry's Calvinist denunciation of works of preparation for 

God's grace as not conditional, but rather as the 'infallible 

consequent' and effect of the covenant faith. 37 

As Sterry scribbled on the front of one of his manuscript 

books: 'The knowledge of God is the true knowledge in God. '38 

Knowledge of Christ can be attained through meditation, prayer 

and a holy life as well as 'contempt of all human things. ' 39 

However to have true knowledge in God is to see Him40 with a 

sight ' inward, spirituall, and divine, a sight by no ordinary 

Light.'41 For the inward eye of the understanding sees Christ42 

and participates in the divine union between it and God,43 and 

as we see God we are 'changed into Pure Nature.'44 For God is 
45 · only~truly known though a sense of Him on the heart and the 

glory of the saint lies not in conforming the wi.11 to God but 

instead in transforming his will to that of God.46 So it is in this 

36 ' 
England's Deliverance, p. 25. 

37 RRR, p. 387. 
38 This phrase appears on the front of MS 291 and is signed by Sterry. It was 
obviously an important tenet for him. 
39 Sterry to 'Scipio', MS 289, July 1669, p. 118, (E.C.L). 
40 Spirits, p. 20. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Clouds, p. 25. 
43 Appearance, p. 186. 
44 Stmy to daughter, MS 289, July 29 1660, p. 29, (E.C.L). 
45 RRR, p. 66. 
46 Sterry to daughter, MS 289, (date unknown), p. 61, (E.C.L). 
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way the Christian is 'immediately united to God'47 whose 

divine spirit and the human spirit 'jointly concur in every act of 

· . I kn I d ' 48 Spmtua ow e ge. 

Such a link with the divine enables the Holy Spirit within 

one to expose letter, law, formality, hypocrisy, profaneness, the 

world, atheism and the devil.49 Therefore Sterry states that he 

believes that the 'regenerate part' within one is 'entirely free' 

from the legality of the law, which Sterry condemns as 

'carnal' . 50 This is somewhat of a dangerous statement to make 

in that it could be seen as falling into the antinomian trap of 

exalting spirit and grace to the extent that outward law and 

morality become insignificant and it was a charge, as we have 

seen, to which many Independents were susceptible. However, 

in an implicit attack on antinomianism, and fitting in well with 

-his various attacks on the Ranters, Sterry claims that no one 

following the spiritual law can act contrary to any Law of 

Nature; .'common honesty, civil policy, or whatsoever is of 

good report (and) Praise~orthy.' 51 For the way of the spirit is 

also one of purity and goodness, with demands far exceeding 

the carnal realm, and thus anyone who claims to follow Christ 

47 RRR, p. 63. 
48 Way of God, p. 30. 
49 Commings, p. 43. 
50 Ibid. Epistle Dedicatory. 
51 Spirits, p. 34. 

164 



way the Christian is 'immediately united to God' 47 whose 

divine spirit and the human spirit 'jointly concur in every act of 

Spiritual knowledge.' 48 

Such a link with the divine enables the Holy Spirit within 

one to expose letter, law, formality, hypocrisy, profaneness, the 

world, atheism and the devil.49 Therefore Sterry states that he 

believes that the 'regenerate part' within one is 'entirely free' 

from the legality of the law, which Sterry condemns as 

'carnal'.50 This is somewhat of a dangerous statement to make 

in that it could be seen as falling into the antinomian trap of 

exalting spirit and grace to the extent that outward law and 

morality become insignificant and it was a charge, as we have 

seen, to which many Independents were susceptible. However, 

in an implicit attack on antinomianism, and fitting in well with 

· his various attacks on the Ranters, Sterry claims that no one 

following the spiritual law can act contrary to .any Law of 

Nature; . 'common honesty, civil policy, or whatsoever is of 

good report (and) Praise~orthy.' 51 For the way of the spirit is 

also one of purity and goodness, with demands far exceeding 

the carnal realm, and thus anyone who claims to follow Christ 

47 RRR, p. 63 . 
48 Way of God, p. 30. 
49 Commings, p. 43. 
50 Ibid. Epistle Dedicatory. 
51 Spirits, p. 34. 

164 

-, 
I 

i 



whilst remaining unchaste will lead themselves to 'destruction 

with shame and abhorrency.' 52 

IV. Unity With and In Christ 

'Live not only from the Spirit, but in the Spirit, ' 53 for 

contemplation, believes Sterry, is the main operation of every 

intellectual being54 and, through this the apex of the soul is 

capable of a link to God.55 To enable him to preach of Christ 

within, whilst stressing the omniscience of God, Sterry 

espoused a kind of panentheism in which God's immanence 

and trancendence are both stressed, so that Christ becomes both 

transcendent and immanent; for God is both in us and above 

us.56 Yet such a belief surely poses another problem for 

Sterry's monism, since the fact that God can be in us, rather 

suggests a non-spiritual substance that can be indwelt

something that Sterry never entirely thought through. 

Sterry regularly highlights the ,need to be in Christ: 'If we 

grieve, and are not in Christ, our Griefe (at our sin) is 

Hypocrisie, or at best but Formalitie. ' 57 The saint should 

'hunger and t~irst' after Christ to 'take Him in, to taste of Him, 

to feed on Him, to live by Him, to grow up into Him, into one 

52 Way of God, p. 34. 
53 RRR, p. 445. 
54 DFW, p. 48. 
55 Ibid. p. 74. 
56 Appearance, p. I 05. 
57 Clouds, p. 30. 
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spirit of Truth, Holiness, Immortality and Glory together with 

Him. ' 58 For, continuing this imagery of eating, by a constant 

emanation from Christ, a saint, by believing, is at every 

moment ' born of Christ, and eateth Christ.'59 Similarly Richard 

Sibbes claimed that such 'saints' have a 'spiritual palate as well 
. . I ,60 as a spmtua eye ... 

Reminiscent of Cambridge Platonism, contemplation of the 

spiritual beauties in God brings about a 'conception', and 

conformity to such beauties brings forth the glorious birth of 

Christ in the soul.61 Therefore once we are in Christ, and the 

divine principle or Christ is within the soul,62 the soul will in 

time flourish 'with a divine life, and bring fo11h fruit to God, a 

fruit worthy of God ... ' 63 A similar idea appears in the 

Theologia Germanica, in which it is written that it is J?OSsible 

· for everyone to approach so close to the divine as to be called 

'Godlike' and a 'partaker of the divine nature.' 64 Jacob Boehme 

likewise writes that it is 'through our imagination and earnest 

desires we become possessed of the divine nature and receive 

58 Sterry to son J~hn, MS 289, (date unknown) p. 79, (E.C.L). Sterry writes 
very similarly to his other, more troublesome, son Peter, in 1658 (see MS 
290, E.C.L). 
59 Appearance, p. 322. 
60 Sibbes, Bruised Reed, p. 103. 
61 Appearance, p. 192. 
62 Ibid. p. 307. 
63 Sterry to Robert Liddell, MS 289, (date unknown) p. !02-4, (E.C.L). 
64 Theo/ogia Germanica, p. 53. 
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the new body in an old one. ' 65 Sterry subscribes to the 

Cambridge Platonists' view of deification,66 an idea also 

echoing the ancient idea of like causing like. 

Such a participation with the divine nature, by the 

resurrection of Christ within us, is also referred to by Sterry as 

sanctification, in that God's grace remains paramount. 

Acknowledging his Calvinism, Sterry stresses that such a life is 

not achieved by human works but instead is the result of the 

grace and purpose of God.67 As Boehme put it succinctly: 'I 

can of myself do nothing ... but Christ in me can do it, when He 

arises in me. '68 However, even the most humble saint can 

imitate Christ by witness, worship and in 'working the works of 

God.' 69 To Sterry's great joy, his daughter Frances appeared to 

exhibit all the qualities of someone living according to the 

· divine life of Christ, or living the life of grace, 'looking on 

God, till we be like him,' 70 for in a Plotinian manner Christ 

within one provides a 'sunlike eye', concentrated on spirit 

65 Boehme, Lette; XI in Jacob Boehme, ed. Charlotte Ada Rainy, (London, 
date unknown) p. 75. 
66 Eg. Henry More, 'Psychathanasia' in The Complete Poems of Hemy 
More, ed. Grosa1i, (London 1878) Book III, Cant. 1, p. 69; Whichcote, 
Works, Discourse XIV, p. 233. 
67 Appearance, p. 459. 
68 Boehme, Letter XL VI in Boehme, ed. Rainy, p. 104. 
69 Appearance, p. 256/7. 
70 Ibid. p. 192. 
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instead of the darkness of creation.71 Sterry wrote to his 

daughter that she should always allow her 'spirituall man' ( or 

the part of one's innermost being touched by the Holy Spirit) to 

'shine out' of her,72 and to allow herself to be transfigured by 

the love and faith of Christ. 73 

Moral works are thus an intrinsic part of the life of faith

for, as Philo of Alexandria maintained, the active and 

contemplative life belong together,74 and therefore the 

importance of morality even in a strongly spiritual and 

contemplative faith, is emphasised. Such a witness is only 

natural when one's heart feels the divine waters of joy from 

God-then the tongue becomes the 'Pen of a Ready Writer, 

labouring to imprint the Form of the same Life and Joys upon 

other hearts also.' 75 Thus Sterry's evangelism and exhorting of 

· others-beginning with his own family-becomes 

understandable and attractive; as he says, employing well

known candle imagery-when just ·one candle is lighted, many 

more can be lit from that one flame, and through conversation 

the saint is able to enlighten many other hearts for God.76 

71 Sterry to son Peter, MS 292, (date unknown), (E.C.L) p. 203. There are 
strong echoes here of Plotinus's Ennead 1 :6. 
72 Sterry to daughter, MS 289, April 1658, p. 17-18, (E.C.L). 
73 Ibid. January 1660. 
74 Philo, On Rewards and Punishments 82. 
75 RRR, p. 38. 
76 Ibid. p. 39. 
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One heart in particular that he longed to see lighted, of 

course, was that of his wayward son Peter. Sterry encouraged 

his son to greater faith and contemplation of the spiritual, and 

frequently grew disheartened, even dramatically concluding 

Peter to be 'dead in the worst sense; dead in sin.' 77 The only 

hope for Peter was to meditate, read the Scriptures, and also the 

Puritan clerics 'Mr Bolton'78 and a 'Mr Herbert,' for, Sterry 

hoped that by immersing himself in the 'pure fountain' of the 

Christ's Spirit, Peter would thereafter be defended from sin:79 

'Let Christ be your looking-glass in which you see your own 

shape,' 80 so that, in other words, Christ should be so united to 

the soul that His divine image is seen, providing comfort and a 

sense of true rest and beauty. 81 

Steny's Calvinism comes to the fore as he claims that rest 

· and beauty only occur through the unfailing and profound 

nature of God's grace, and grace is principally love82 and is the 

foundation of the person of Christ8
} : 'When thou hast polluted 

thyself with the greatest Uncleannesse, then feel the drops of 

77 Sterry to Peter, MS 290, p. 13, (E.C.L). 
78 Sterry exalted Robert Bolton's writings as containing ' sweetening power 
from the Holy Ghost, and as having ' searching, cleansing, awakening, 
softening' prope1ties. (Sterry to son Peter, MS 290, p. 60-64, E.C.L.) Bolton 
was also recommended by Richard Holdsworth for theological study. 
(Holdsw01th, MS 48, p. 15, E.C.L). 
79 StetTy to Peter, MS 290, p. 49, (E.C.L). 
80 Ibid. 
81 RRR, p. 19 
82 Ibid. p. 305. 
83 Free grace, p. 4. 
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thy Saviour's bloud trickling apace from His Wounds down 

upon thy Bosome, to Wash off that Staine;' 84 This blood 'hath 

washed thy crimson sins to a whiteness beyond that of snow.'85 

Many people might not be able to believe the extent of God's 

Jove as it is poured forth in Jesus Christ, but God grants the 

faith to believe His Jove.86 In a favourite and oft-employed 

Puritan image, God's grace is described as 'Live-Honey indeed 

from the sweetest Honey-Comb, 87 which 'with immortall 

sweetness filleth all. ' 88 

This sweet spirit of grace is also a spirit of unity, 89 for the 

spirit of a Christian is joined together with Christ's spirit in a 

mystical union, even though they are distinct persons and two 

spirits.90 Obviously though, God is not formally at one with the 

soul, else the soul would also be divine-a thought absurd and 

impious.91 Instead, 'oneness' with the divine is transce~dent 

and is termed a 'Heavenly Marriage' by Sterry. It. seems that 

this image of Jove, marriage and union with Christ afforded 

him much comfort as he :wrote his 'Canticles paraphrastically 

84 Teachings, p. 41. · 
85 Sterry, MS 293, p. 14, (E.C.L). 
86 SteITy, MS 289, (undated) 'Work to be added to discourse on 45th 
flalm', (E.C.L). 

Appearance, p. 209. 
88 Sterry, MS 295, p. 77, (E.C.L). 
89 Way of God, p. 38. 
90 Spirits, p. 5. 
91 DFW, p. 76. 
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turned to verse' on his sickbed in the weeks before his death in 

1672: 

'Hither I goe, my Love, goe thou with mee 
Within this Shade of Glories wee will bee ... 
Untill high Heav'n send forth the golden Light 
To cheer the world, and chase the shades of Night. ' 92 

Perhaps it is not surprising that Sterry, as a neoplatonist, 

particularly relished the canticles as there are certain parallels 

between them and the prose of the Plato's Phaedrus in that 

both are formed in a hymn-like style and both concern love, 

beauty and the ascent of the soul.93 Certainly too the poetic 

beauty of both would have attracted Sterry who in beautiful 

prose declares: 'As the looking forth of the Sun melts the snow, 

so doe the shinings out of Jesus Christ melt the Soule'94 For 

Christ proves the everlasting relation existing between Himself 

and the soul, and His 'eternal affection' for the soul.95 M~rgan 

Llwyd wrote in the same vein that Christ ·was present in the 

human soul 'as a raiment to be put on, as food to nourish ... and 

as a well-spring to water .. ! 96 

However, it is in prayer that the Christian can come closest 

to Christ and 'to.uch the heart of God' in prayer,97 uniting the 

92 Sterry, MS 295, p. 87, (E.C.L). 
93 Michael J.R Allen, Marsilio Ficino and the Phaedran Charioteer, 
(Berkeley 1981) footnote top. 43. 
94 Spirits, p. 20. 
95 Clouds,. p. 27. 
96 Morgan Llwyd, 'Where is Christ?' in Gweithiau, p. 301. 
97 Clouds, p. 30. 
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human spirit with the Divine.98 Prayer is indeed a great 

mediatory power between heaven and earth-described 

beautifully by Gershom Scholem as a 'silken cord with the aid 

of which the mysterious intention of the mind gropes its 

dangerous way through the darkness towards God.' 99 Sterry 

passionately describes prayer's power as the 'great engin' of 

one's life 100 which has the power to move the world.' 101 

However, prayer should not be full of empty, embellished 

words nor strong reason nor what Sterry termed 'high 

contemplations and raptures .... ' for these are mere outer 

embellishments ' at best but shining brass.' 102 Once again 

Sterry is again attacking what he considers to be the empty 

formality of the Anglicans and some forms of irrational 

'enthusiasm' found in contemporary radical sects, such as the 

heretical Ranters. For instead, preferably one's spiritual focus 

should take the form of a calm, deep devotion; .Sterry writes: 

'Commune ... with thy heart .. .' and 'be thou still, let thine own 

Spirit, the Spirit of this. world and Nature in thee be silent. '103 

Despite Sterry's condemnation of their 'raptures' such words 

have much in common with the Quakers, for although Sterry 

warned of the dangers of the irrational spirit, he 

98 Appearance, p. 110. 
99 Scholem, Jewish Mysticism, p. 276. 
100 Sterry to son Peter, MS 290, 1658, p. 116, (E.C.L). 
'
0

' Appearance, p. 110. 
102 Ibid p. 104. 
!0

3 RRR, p. 96. 
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sympathetically appreciated the inner strength and power of 

this still spirit also. 'God sends forth His Spirit after a new 

manner into (human) hearts, that they boyl and run over; they 

are no more in their own power, they can no longer contain 

themselves. ' 104 Although fellow Cambridge Platonist Henry 

More held even greater reservations regarding the Quakers' 

extreme emphasis on spirit, 105 he at least recognised-like 

Sterry-that there also existed a praiseworthy 'enthusiasm' 

such as that found in the ancient Platonists, which was 'but the 

triumph of the soul of man, inebriated as it were, with the 

delicious sense of the divine life ... ' 106 

Although it is always present in his work, Sterry's strongly 

mystical tendency was exacerbated in his post-Restoration 

devotional community at West Sheen. It is at this time we have 

briefly witnessed Sterry' s adoption of an inner eschatology and 

an even greater emphasis on the immanence of Christ; it is no 

wonder that-albeit with some reservations 107 -the mysticism 

of Jacob Boehme became increasingly influential to him. For in 

104 Way of God, p. 27. 
105 More thought that the Quakers emphasised spirit at the expense of 
Scripture and orthodoxy: 'Neither do I think that it is so far from the spirit 
of a reall Quaker to burn the Bible, when as the latter of it is so little 
believed by them' (More-Conway, Sept. 15th 1670, Conway Letters, ed. 
Nicolson, revised Hutton, p. 306). 
106 Henry More, Antidote against Atheism, preface. 
107 Sterry wrote to Llwyd that he had 'much perused' Boehme's works but 
'doubted that Christ appeared him in visions and directed his pen.' (Sterry, 
MS l 1439D, January 1651, N.L.W). 
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the thought of Boehme the focus of such eschatology is not on 

the physical millenarianism, but instead is a spiritual golden 

age transcending all earthly things and for which one must 

. di 108 S h . h prepare mwar y. uc a concentrat10n on t e inner, 

contemplative spirit was a world in which Sterry could 

increasingly focus upon the 'rich Depths, sweet Heighths' of 

Christ. 109 This kind of contemplation was also close to John 

Smith's desire for the 'infant Christ' to be formed in his soul, 110 

and additionally had certain affinities with the Quaker idea of 

Christ within; Sterry advises his daughter: 'omit not your 

frequent daily walks with the Lord Jesus in the Paradise of his 

Beautys, on the Imortall Banks of the living River of his 

Spirit. .. ' 111 For 'even the humble who are however full of the 

Holy Spirit are great' 112 and they are also cheerful and satisfied 

with present things, for in them they see the glory of ·God. 113 

Such emphasis upon cheerfulness is an attractive part of 

Sterry's contemplation and it ties in with his belief that religion 

is in no way a melancholy thing; instead religion and holiness 

contain their own delight and content: 'Religion is a Drawing 

108 See Inge, Christian mysticism, p. 285. 
109 Sterry to Llwyd, MS 11439D, January 1651, N.L.W). 
110 John Smith, Select Discourses, p. 20. 
111 Stmy to daughter, MS 289, (date unknown) p. 11, (E.C.L). 
112 Ibid. Sterry to Robert Liddell, (date unknown) p. 100, (E.C.L). 
1 

I3 Ibid. 
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of the Soul up to God, into the Glory of God ... Can this be a 

Melancholy thing?' 114 

Moreover, Sterry has a very favourable view of the power of 

poetry which 'transporteth us most of our selves unto the 

kindest and most ravishing touches and senses of the 

Divinity .. .' 115-a sentiment not altogether surprising in an 

acquaintance, or even friend, of John Milton. Thus it appears 

that, unusually for his time in which the 'imagination' was 

regarded like 'fancy' with some suspicion, Sterry, as mystic, 

could defend the use of the poetic imagination.116 Virgil, 

Spenser and Homer are particularly singled out for praise117 for 

they are among those who must have been touched by some 

'divine ray' 118 and both reason and religion together can 

appreciate the divinity present in such poetry. 119 It is interesting 

here how the affective, spiritual element in reason when 

combined with the God's grace within can be stimulated by the 

imagination. 120 Poetry is able to convey the wondrous nature of 

114 RRR, p. 342. 
115 DFW, p. 179. 
116 Generally the Puritans 'checked the imaginations of their hearts' in the 
same way that· they condemned images. The 'redemption' of the 
imagination came 'largely with Coleridge.' (Geoffrey F. Nuttall, The Holy 
Spirit in Puritan Faith and Experience, Oxford 1946 p. 146.) For Coleridge 
and the imagination see Hedley, Coleridge, Philosophy and Religion. 
117 DFW, p. 179. 
118 Ibid. 
119 Ibid. 
120 Compare with Karl Barth, 'Coming of Jesus Christ the Judge'- in 
Dogmatics in Outline, (New York 1959) p. 139: when the human is 
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an occurrence until it is carried beyond the realm of sense and 

up on 'soaring wings' to the realm of glory and of the universal 

forms. 121 For in Platonic tradition, the wonders of nature may 

prompt mysticism, but such contemplation carries the mystic 

way beyond mere sense into the realm of true Being; nature 

helps reason, whilst reason is the 'servant' oftruth. 122 As Ficino 

comments, it is only when the soul undertakes 'sublime 

activities' that it is able to soar in contemplation in this way, 

whereas if the soul instead loves itself and the world too much 

then the soul's 'wings' become 'less free' .123 In his later years 

at West Sheen, Sterry enjoyed regular 'walks of Paradise' up 

Richmond Hill in the company of his wife and daughter and 'in 

the Spirit of Christ,' 124 and his thought-particularly in such 

Restoration days of quiet devotion-was full of impressively 

poetic, devotional prose: 'Let us lift up our Eyes to the Golden 

Cupid upon the silver swan, our unveiled Jesus, in His love 

forme, . with His glittering wings of Divine Light and 

Power ... ' 125 

possessed by the .Holy Spirit it is a matter of 'understanding and of the will 
and . .. of the imagination.' 
121 DFW, p. 70. 
122 Stmy, MS 295, Nov. 22nd 1659, p. 36, (E.C.L). 
123 Ficino, Commentarium in Phedrum, ch.8 (iii) in 'Phaedran Charioteer', 
Allen, p. 102. 
124 Sterry to son Peter, MS 292, (date unknown) p. 240, (E.C.L). · 
125 Sterry to wife Frances, MS 289,1662, p. 4-9, (E.C.L). The references to 
the ' unveiled' Christ and 'spirit within is reminiscent of the devotional 
thought of the Familists. Hendrik Niclaes claimed that Christ had 'lifted the 
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V. Unity of Christ-Christ as Mediator 

'Everything that is, as far as it is, is one,' whilst 'division 

and separation is privation and dissolution.' 126 Here Sterry 

echoes Ficino's remark that 'it is fitting that there be a unity 

above all the multitude above everything, a unity which is the 

origin of all number,' a unity of light from God. 127 Monism 

was, we remember, crucially important to both Sterry and Lord 

Brooke, who believed it to be Christ Who provides the 

overarching unity of all things and is the mediating power 

between heaven and earth. In a beautiful image, God is 

described as a skilful painter mixing lights and shades, grace 

and severity in his creative contemplation.128 We have noted 

too that Sterry's favourite phrase was the hope that God would 

be 'all in all,' 129 filling all things with His spirit and enveioping 

the world, from the lowest things to the ·highest, . in a divine 

unity: 

'Sweet Peace spreads ov'r mee balmy wings, 
A quire of Angells round mee sings. 

veil' between creation and God, and (slightly unorthodox) works were 
available in London in the 1630s so Sterry may well have come across them 
himself, (see Nigel Smith, Pe,fection Proclaimed, p. 145). 
126 Appearance, p. 422. 
127 Ficino, commenta,y on Plato 's Symposium, intro./transl. Sears R. Jayne, 
(Columbia 1944) p. 214. 
128 DFW, p. 169. 
129 l Corinthians 15:28. God is 'One in All, One with All, All in One, the 
only Truth of All.' (Appearance, p. 390.) See Whichcote Works, Discourse 
XXVI, p. 61. 
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His golden Unity doth bound 
All things within His charming round ... ' 130 

Unity provided by Christ's spirit is seen in the Trinity which 

is itself of three-an apt number, symbolising as Nicholas of 

Cusa stated, both variety and union. 131 For, as Sterry is fond of 

saying, there exists the most harmony where unity is preserved 

in its fullest variety. 132 Still, Sterry's doctrine of the 'High and 

Holy' 133 Trinity is entirely orthodox and he attacks anti

trinitarian groups such as the Socinians for denying the divinity 

of Christ134 and also Jacob Boehme for his 'dark, confused 

mistakes' 135 regarding the Trinity. 136 However, it must be 

acknowledged that, interestingly, the Holy Spirit does not 

feature all that prominently for so great is Sterry's emphasis 

upon Christ. Such an absence might therefore pose questions as 

to Ood's presence in the world, and yet Sterry's stress on the 

spirit of Christ overcomes any possible tensi<?n, In the Trinity 

there occurs the 'marriage of all marr~ages' of the Father as 

Bridegroom, the Son as Bride, and the Spirit of love-a spirit 

130 Sterry, MS 289, ~ndated, 'The Canticles Paraphastically turned into 
verse,' (E.C.L). 
131Appearance, p. 438. See also Nicholas of Cusa, The Catholic 
Concordance, ed. Paul E. Sigmund (Cambridge 1991), Book 1.11 (p. 9). 
132 DFW, p. 158. 
133 Sterry to Llwyd, MS 11439D, January 1651, (N.L.W). 
134 DFW, p. 53. 
135 Sten-y to Llwyd, MS 11439D, January 1651, (N.L.W). 
136 DFW, p. 53. 
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uniting them137--distinction being maintained whilst 'most 

absolute Unity' is joined to a most 'exact equality'138-and 

elsewhere Sterry describes the Trinity as corresponding to 

Spirit, understanding and will. 139 The Godhead dwells 

substantially in Christ, and not after a mere shadowy manner. 140 

It is no surprise that Sterry as a Cambridge Platonist 

supports the prisca theologia in his linkage between Athens 

and Jerusalem and maintains that the Platonic hypostases of the 

One, 'nous' and soul in the deity 'fundamentally and fully 

correspond(s) with the Doctrine of the Trinity .. .' 141 Such a link 

with the Christian trinity and a similar belief in the prisca 

theologia was particularly maintained by Ralph Cudworth who 

defended the orthodoxy of the Platonic trinity in his mammoth 

volume The True Intellectual System of the Universe (1678). 142 

·Additionally, Sterry's emphasis on Christ as logos formed 

another tie between the Platonic and Christian views. 

137 DFW, p. 32. 
138 Ibid. p. 207. 
139 Stmy to Llwyd, MS 11439D, July 23rd 1654, (N.L.W). 
140 Appearance, p. 326. 
141 Ibid. p. 439. Plato described his 'trinity' in Laws X 896 and Republic VI 
508. 
142 Plato's trinity ·'in all probability . . . at first derived from a Divine or 
Mosaic cabala.' (Cudworth, Tnie Intellectual System, 1743, p. 557.) Rather 
than influencing Christian heterodoxy such as Arianism, Cudwo1th 
maintained that the Plato was never read by Arius and that the Platonic 
trinity was orthodox since the One, Nous and Soul were equal and not in 
subordination to each other, (see Sarah Hutton, 'The neoplatonic roots of 
Arianism: Ralph Cudw01th and Theophilus Gale' in Socinianism and its 
roots in the culture of the XVJ-XVJ!Jth centuries, ed. Lech Szczucki, 
Warsaw 1983, p. 142). 

179 



Christ's death effected a 'real, immediate union' between 

Christ and the world143 and, most importantly, Christ's sacrifice 

leads to the Resurrection, after which it is possible for the soul 

· to lie 'in the embraces of the Divine Essence itself. 144 Such a 

belief is similar to Abelard's view of the reconciling power of 

Christ's atonement; instead of leaving creation to their sin, God 

in Christ enables us to change inwardly and to strive for union 

with Him. 145 Christ triumphs over all divisions, horrors and 

deformities146 and Sterry grants prominence to Christ' s 

crucifixion as the 'midnight' 147 of creation. 

Reconciliation brings about union and peace. All ' brethren 

of the Lord Jesus ' have 'true Unity' 148 with each other and 

Christ's spirit also brings forth divine peace: 'give your ... 

hearts (to the Spirit) to break in pieces, and he will make them 

· all one heart.' 149 This is why the terrible years of the ci~il war 

were so painful in witnessing death, destruction and divisions 

between Christians, and therefore· was why the promise of 

Christ's return to earth . was so attractive and longed-for by 

people such as Sterry. For he strongly believed that in the 

143 DFW, p. 53. 
144 Ibid. p. 124. 
145 W.M Spellman, The Latitudinarians and the Church of England 1660-
1700, (Athens 1993) p. 103. 
146 RRR, p. 487. 
147 DFW, p. 130. 
148 True Way, p. 2. 
149 Spirits, p. 35. 
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143 DFW, p. 53. 
144 Ibid. p. 124, 
145 W.M Spellman, The Latitudinarians and the Church of England 1660-
1700, (Athens 1993) p. 103. 
146 RRR, p. 487. 
147 DFW, p. 130. 
148 True Way, p. 2, 
149 Spirits, p. 35. 
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fullness of time, Christ would 'gather all things in One in 

Him.' 150 To an extent this echoes Christ ' s words in John 12: 32, 

when He tells the crowd that, on being lifted up into heaven, He 

would draw everyone to Himself. Thus Sterry claimed that 

earthly saints would be linked with Christ in their souls alone 

until the glorious Last Day when, as before birth when the soul 

was pre-existent, they will be one with Him in body also.1 51 

Yet, once again, such beliefs clearly have highly unorthodox 

implications, drifting well beyond the pale of orthodox 

Calvinism. For Sterry is maintaining here that at the end of time 

all individuality will be subsumed into one large unity and thus 

erased, and as we shall see, the idea perhaps also conflicts with 

Sterry's belief in the existence of individual vehicles for the 

soul, and his desire to see his family in heaven, although it 

clearly fits with his views on universalism and the overarching 

unity of all things. 152 

150 RRR, p. 225. 
151 Sterry to Llwyd, MS 11439D, October 1653, (N.L.W). 
152 Powicke claims that Sterry's idea of personality is the 'quintessence of 
vagueness ... ' (F.J Powicke, The Cambridge Platonists, London 1926, p. 
180.) SteJTy's idea of humanity subsumed into a unity with Christ might 
also be considered to pose a problem regarding individual judgement; Sterry 
however gets around this problem by highlighting the judgement and 
consequent purging necessary before the human achieves such ultimate 
unity with Christ. 
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It is in working towards this ultimate unity that Christ has a 

vital role in acting as a mediator. 153 As we have seen, this is a 

key doctrine in Sterry's theology, for Christ as logos has a vital 

role in bridging the transcendence of God and humanity with a 

powerful spiritual immanence. 154 Such a link as this between 

God and humans-and as Sterry's disciple Jeremiah White 

highlights, this means all people, not merely the elect-has 

important implications for salvation, since it means that all men 

are under salvation's grace.' 155 Christ as mediator is a 

fundamental tenet too within the thought of Anne Conway; He 

is an 'instrument' through which two 'extremes' can be 

united 156
. For seeing as he is the 'true mediator' between God 

153 
· Also, the stress on Christ as mediator was maintained by 

contemporaries-see Anthony Tuckney, None but 'Christ, or·a sermon upon 
Acts 4: 12, (London 1654) p. 11. Christ as 'one Mediator between God and 
Man ... ' Also see Tuckney's (less Calvinist) pupil and Sterry's fellow 
Platonist Benjamin Whichcote who claimed that such mediation between 
God and mankind was believed by the 'wisest of men.' (Works, Discourse 
XLIII, p. 302.) For a more recent view on Christ as mediator, see Barth 
'Mediator', Dogmatics in Outline, p. 91. However, Richard Baxter, writing 
in 1675 was enraged by the image of Christ as mediator, claiming that it is 
not 'sufficiently revealed' in Scripture. (Catholick Theo/ogie, III, p. 112.) 
154 The existence of the logos 'as the creative link between the divine 
transcendence and the world' and thus spirit as the 'principle for the return 
of creation to its source' hold imp01iant ethical implications, which were 
sadly lost in the theology of the next century which 'forgot' both 
Trinitarianism and the 'Platonic metaphysical backdrop' - (Hedley, 
Coleridge, p. 10). 
155 White, Restoration of all things, p. 33 . 
156 Conway, Principles, ed. Coudert and Corse, (Cambridge 1996) p. 25. 
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and creation 'it follows, since He exists among them, that He 

raises them by His action to union with God.' 157 

Sterry's description of Christ as mediator compares Him to 

Mercury, 158 in what is an intriguing pairing for a godly Puritan; 

for he considered Mercury's wings to 'represent the spirituality 

and divinity of Jesus Christ' as mediator159 because as a 

messenger Christ can act as an 'interpreter' between God and 

man. 160 Another favoured image is of the heavens opening and 

Christ 'as a ladder joining heaven and earth' whilst angels 

descend and ascend upon Him 161-striking imagery also used 

later by Francis Mercurius Van Helmont162 and reminiscent of 

Plotinus's contemplative structure in Ennead 1.3. Sterry also 

describes the Holy Spirit as a 'golden chain' fastened from the 

throne of God down to the earth, 163 whilst Christ is as a 

'musical instrument' 164 and 'chiefe Musician.' 165 (Interestingly 

such imagery proves the respect which Sterry the Puritan held 

157 Ibid. p. 26. 
158 Sterry describes Mercury as god of merchants, traffic and gains, and 
rather torturously Ii11ks him with Christ in whom all creatures maintain 'all 
manner of society and commerce with each other.' (Sterry, MS 289, p. 149, 
E.C.L). 
159 Ibid. 
160 RRR, p. 41. 
161 England's Deliverance, p. 46. 
162 Van Helmont, Two Hundred Queries, p. 29. 
163 Appearance, p. 106. 
164 Sterry, MS 293, p. 133, (E.C.L). 
165 Sterry, MS 294, p. 98, (E.C.L). 
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for music ). 166 Indeed the whole frame of things from the 

beginning to the end is 'one melodious consort of the most 

excellent Musicke' with Christ at the head of a triumphant 

choir of 'choice musicians,' 167 reconciling discordant notes into 

a beautiful harmony. 168 Surely such a beautiful contemplative 

Christology perfectly encapsulates Sterry's mystical theology. 

166 Within Ste1Ty's manuscripts he has copied an excerpt from Milton 's ' At 
a Solemn Music.' This again leads one to ponder the relationship between 
the two men. 
167 Sterry, MS 289, 'The Consort ofMusicke', p. 174-185, (E.C.L). 
168 Ibid. 
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7 

Sterry, Body, and Creation 

I. Unity and Creation 

'God art the truth, the substance of my Being. (God) fillest 

all in all of me .. .I am a shadow of my self only .. .I am my true 

self only, so far as I am in Thee . .. ' 1 Such a sentiment, found in 

Sterry's Discourse of the Freedom of the Will, perfectly 

encapsulates his views on creation and its total dependence 

upon God. 

Sterry holds a monist, idealist view of creation,2 monism 

being the belief that there exists only one true form of reality. 

In Sterry's case the one, true being' is spirit, for without the 

light of the divine shi.ning on creation, nature, reason and all 

hope are merely shadowy, futile nothingness. However, unlike 

Anne Conway whose vitalist monism contained a detailed 

account of the infinitesimal monads contained in every 

substance and of the subtle distinction between spirit and sense, 

Sterry's theory of substance depicts few precise details. Instead 

1 DFW, p. 10. 
2 Vivian de Sola Pinto believed that he did, (see Peter Sterry, p. 89). 
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his monism is of a more general, mystical kind in which the 

divine spirit enlightens the darkness and God's unity will 

finally encompass the earth. Yet, like Anne Conway, he 

emphasised the necessity of Christ as mediator in linking the 

terrestrial and spiritual worlds, and as the means by which 

fundamentally, a 'ladder' is constructed between the real, 

spiritual realm and the shadowy sensory realm. Ultimately too, 

as we shall see, the incarnation, death and resurrection of Christ 

are crucial in binding all creation into one. However, there is a 

fundamental strain within Sterry's thought on the issue of 

monism. For whilst Sterry is a monist, his orthodox Christianity 

and eai1hly family ties and inclinations create a tension with 

monism which he never satisfactorily confronts. 

Emanation is the key to the story of creation, believes 

Sterry, and every being 'in every kind and degree' is a beam or 

emanation from the Supreme Being.3 Influenced strongly by 

Plotinus,4 far more so than Plato, the creation story is described 

by Sterry as being a kind . of emanation from the One, until 

eventually, Soul-'God-like' and as a 'perpetual emanation' 

from the Divine5
-. sends forth from itself the whole visible 

world, 'without ever turning a look to this world. '6 From the 

3 DFW, p. 100. 
4 Plotinus, Enneads, IV.7. 
5 DFW, p. 109. 
6 Ibid. p. 97. This is obviously a Plotinian emanation; see pa11icularly -
Enneads V.1.6, and for Nature itself as contemplative producer III.8. 
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'Beautifical vision (of Christ) God is filled with the 

Innumerable Forms of His Son's Beauties'; then, after 'setting 

deeply' as onto wax, His impression onto Christ, God set Him 

onto Creation to in turn 'imprint all beauties onto it.' 

Consequently, Christ 'stamped parts of creation and thus the 

Divine shines clearer in the angelic realm, and more faintly in 

the realm of sense.' 7 Moreover, Sterry stresses that, although 

God frames and puts creatures in motion, every distinct 

moment is a new 'emanation' from God. Yet, despite being 

frequently associated with Plotinus, it is important to remember 

that emanation is not in any sense anti-Christian, for although 

the term may be considered by some to be exclusively 

Plotinian, throughout history it has been employed by many 

Christians8 and indeed, the term 'emanation' is used by 

· Aquinas, Eckhart and Cusa to explain creation.9 As Douglas 

Hedley comments, the term 'emanation' itself is quite 

misleading; 10 it suggests that the ' One becomes the world 

through a self-emptying,. and yet this is an idea the Platonists 

expressly reject. 11 Emanation describes the 'production of the 

cosmos from tl)e creative plenitude of the transcendent arche 

1 RRR,, p. 237. 
8 Douglas Hedley Pantheism, Trinitarian theism and the Idea of Unity: 
reflections on the Christian concept of God, (Religious Studies 32, 1996,) p. 
63 . 
9 Ibid, p. 63. 
10 Op.cit. p. 66. 
11 Op.cit. p. 69. 
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rather than ... inexorable and mechanical production.' 12 

Therefore this overflow of the Divine Principle or arche into 

the cosmos in Platonism cannot be contrasted with the 

Christian view of freely -willed creation. 13 

The familiar themes of love and unity reappear once more, 

in that creation for Sterry is described in the standard 

Renaissance depiction of a Great Chain of Being, with God as 

Love as the first and last links in the chain14
• The Consolation 

of Philosophy by the 'divine philosopher' 15 Boethius contained, 

maintained Sterry, 'sacred mysteries of truth presented in her 

richest robes' 16 and Sterry wrote a brief commentary on the 

work, particularly admiring Boethius's depiction of creation as 

processing on a 'golden-linked chain of reason's music' from a 

throne in heaven.1 7 For the visible and corporeal world has at 

12 Op.cit. p. 69. 
13 Ibid. , 
14 DFW, ·preface. There are similarities here to Francis Bacon ' s belief that 
the ' upper link of Nature' ~ chain is fastened to Jupiter's throne (De 
Augmentis, p. 31-2.) Anne Conway similarly describes the Great Chain of 
Being joining all creatures together 'from their subtler mediating parts .. . and 
emanations from one being to another,' (Principles, ed. Coudert and Corse, 
Cambridge 1996, .p. 20). 
15 DFW, p. 89. 
16 Ibid. p. 84. 
17 Ibid. p. 85. Boethius' s Consolation became a 'locus classicus' for 
arguments demonstrating the compatibility of divine foreknowledge and 
freedom of human action' (Sarah Hutton, ' Cudwo1th, Boethius and the scale 
of nature' in GAJ Rogers, JM Vienne, and YC Zarka, The Cambridge 
Platonists in Philosophical Context- politics, metaphysics and religion, 
Dordrecht 1997, p. 94) and so Sterry's appreciation is in this way entirely 
apt. 
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its head the Angelical nature and world, which contains all vital 

acts, spirits, and forms, 18 and thus Sterry hammers home the 

fact that the terrestrial world has, in itself, no substance, and 

thus constantly relies on the higher forms of soul present in it. 19 

Creation is therefore an emanative outpouring from God, 

filling all nature with life, and yet it also maintains the 

spontaneity of the demiurge ' s orderly designing. Sterry marvels 

at the 'inviolable order' upon which the life, beauty and 

sweetness of creation depends:20 'O wonderful artist! 0 divine 

skill! The same hand which makes the living Beauty draws its 

picture too.'21 Indeed, in a description akin to Plato's 

demiurge,22 and in a reflection of the Canticles,23 Sterry 

describes the creative power of God as a workman at work; this 

'workman,' is in fact Christ Himself4 who, like an artist, 

· engraves ' sacred and mysterious figures' of the Holy Spirit.25 It 

is in creation that God expresses His most beautiful ideas of 

skill and wisdom.26 In a scholastic vein, Sterry adds that the 

form of the work intended is in God's mind before He even 

18 ' DFW, p. 204. 
19 Ibid. p. 97. 
20 Ibid. p. 46. 
21 Sterry, MS 294, (undated) p. 161/2, (E.C.L). 
22 See Timaeus 34B-35A. 
23 DFW, p. 46. Eg. the ' skilled craftsman' of the Song of Songs 7: 1. 
24 Sterry, MS 294, (undated) p. 163, (E.C.L). 
25 Ibid. p. 161. 
26 DFW, p. 46. 
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begins it and the end, pattern, principle, reason and rule of His 

work comes from within Himself.27 

Such order is evident in creation where every point of nature 

has its 'just and full' proportions 'as from a spring of life 

opening itself there, as if Nature herself were a vital sense.' 

For, as Sterry explains, 'this gives the life, the beauty, the 

sweetning to the whole piece, a living form to the Workman. '28 

Thus it is easy to see why Sterry considers Henry More's 

writings to be full of 'excellent wit, Learning, and Piety ... ' for 

he particularly admires More's view of the universe 'as a great 

Soul and Spirit. .. where materiality and corporeity are seen, not 

as distant substances from the soul, but as figures wrought by 

the soul herself...'29 Henry More's idea of the spirit of nature30 

was similarly described by Sterry as an 'inward principle of 

·nature' 31 which 'springeth up into, formeth and finisheth all 

those Highest Objects of love, delight and wonder. . .'32 The 

Spirit itself shines an active power upon passive matter, and 

awakens it into 'a beautiful form.' 33 Movement then takes, 

27 Ibid. p. 51. 
28 DFW, p. 46. 
29 Ibid. p. 31. 
30 More describes the spirit of nature as a 'vicarious power of God upon the 
matter.' (The Immortality of the Soul, 1662, preface.) It is a 'substance 
incorporeal, pervading the matter of the universe and exercising 'Plastic 
~ower' thereon,' (Ibid. p. 254). 

1 Sten-y, MS 294, (undated) p. 162, (E.C.L). 
32 Ibid. p. 161. 
33 DFW, p. 19. 
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what Sterry quaintly terms, a 'divinely natural magick or spirit' 

inhabiting and acting within all things, in every form, part and 

motion. ' 34 This idea of a non-material, extended essence in air 

also owes much to both the Stoic pneuma and neoplatonic 

anima mundi, 35 whilst the idea of a spirit of nature also has the 

advantages of not detracting from God's omnipotence, as well 

as escaping the trap of materialism.36 

Sterry's spiritual emphasis counteracts the contemporary 

increase in materialism, as exhibited by the philosopher 

Thomas Hobbes, and, whilst Sterry did not refer to the thinker 

by name, such thought clearly concerned him. Perhaps a certain 

suspicion of emphasising the sensory realm too much explains 

why he remained so aloof from contemporary science, in 

contrast to his Cambridge contemporaries such as Ralph 

Cudworth and Henry More, who were amongst the early 

members of the Royal Society. However Sterry effectively 

denounces materialism by attacking those who believe in the 

'fortuitous motions qf numberless particles confusedly 

concurring ... ' 37 De~ands Sterry: 'what skilful Poet makes his 

34 Ibid. p. 90. 
35 Allison P.Coudert, The Impact of the Kabba/ah in the seventeenth
century, (Leiden 1999) p. 66. 
36 William B. Hunter, 'The seventeenth-century doctrine of plastic nature' , 
Harvard Theological Review, (1950) 43, p. 202. At its heyday in the cl7th, 
the doctrine 'commanded the allegiance of nearly every important thinker in 
England.' (Ibid. p. 209). 
37 DFW, p. 16. 
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Poem38 
... (so) that the Great Chain ... should be derived from a 

meer Contingency, which hath no coherence with any 

antecedent part, which receiveth no force from anything of any 

reason, proportion or order in the whole, which hath no place 

nor form in the design of the Poet?' 39 For the unity, order and 

harmony inherent in creation prove that materialism is absurd; 

there is an intimate linkage between all parts of creation, for 

'if.. .any part of the work of God ... have no connection with or 

dependence upon the other parts of the work, the image or 

model in the Divine Mind, can there be an Order here in the 

whole?' 40 

38 Again we can see Sterry's imagery of God as a poet with creation as his 
divine poem, (see also DFW p. 144). ' 
39 DFW p. 16. Other Cambridge Platonists denounced materialism in the 
strongest terms. Henry More explicitly attacks both Descartes and Hobbes 
for banishing spirit from the world: 'that which in us understands, 
remembers and perceives, is that which moves our bodies, and those 
cognoscitive faculties can be no operation of the bare Matter.' (More, 
Antidote against Atheism, p. 314.) Cudw01ih likewise claims that there is 
more at work than simply the bare mechanism of matter alone: 'sense is not 
mere local motion impressed from one body upon another. .. but a cogitation, 
recognition, or vital perception and consciousness of these motions, 
therefore, there must of necessity be another kind of passion also in the 
soul. .. which is vitally united to the body, to make up sensation.' (Cudw01ih, 
A Treatise concerning Eternal and Immutable Morality, ed. Sarah Hutton, 
Cambridge 1996, p. 50). 
40 DFW, p. 15. 
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II. Order and Creation 

Within the universe exist a series of circular motions of both 

universal and particular forms, perpetually passing each other41 

and in the intellectual realm-the 'orb or sphere of angels'42
-

light predominates over shade and the essences of all things are 

contained 'in their 'abstracted Beauties.'43 Moreover, within 

the rational realm the shades from sensitive images are such 

that the angelical forms can only be seen through a 'cloudy 

medium. '44 Finally, the material realm contains of course, the 

'remotest Emanation of the Divine Light' 45 as the sensitive soul 

is inseparable from matter, displaying 'all its Divine Treasures' 

upon matter alone,46 for matter is described as soul in her 

lowest form47 and thus the visible world as the 'obscurest and 

most shady region of the Intellectual spirit' contains only 

'shadows of the invisible and immortal Forms.'48 The Plotinian 

influence on this thought is clear49 for ·it is in ·the terrestrial 

realm that the 'divisive' notions of place and time originate50 

41 Stmy, MS 291, (undated) p. 215, (E.C.L). 
42 DFW, p. 107. 
43 Ibid. p. 204. 
44 ' Ibid,.p. 107. 
45 Ste1Ty, MS 291, (undated) p. 227, (E.C.L). 
46 Ibid. p. 225. 
47 DFW, p. 98. 
48 Ibid. p. 107. 
49 Ennead III.8. 
50 Robert Greville, Lord Brooke is similarly disparaging about time and 
place, and maintains that (as pait of the terrestrial realm) time and place -are 
nothing, (Robert Greville, Nature of Truth, p. 90). 
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which are, claims Sterry, 'the chains of Darkness of this 

world ' 51 which will be scattered by Christ as He breaks them 

up and draws them into Himself.52 Such a regard of time and 

place follows in a tradition originated by John Scottus Eriugena 

of separating the concept of human subjectivity from the 

concept of location in a fixed place. 53 

However, despite its darkness, the created image was in fact 

once a 'Divine Paradise', but its goodness, sweetness and 

loveliness was buried in the death of the Fall. The taint of 

Original Sin then followed man, so that after the Fall God 

'drew in the beams of his glory' and a 'thick darkness.filled the 

Angelical Image of God in man. ' 54 The soul also loses the 

wings by which she flies through the heavens and earth,55 and 

now lies 'languishing, contracted, clouded, divided, wounded, 

sick, dying, upon the ground of this earthly Body.'56 As a 

Calvinist, Sterry places great emphasis upon Original Sin, 

meaning that as a consequence of it that 'defectibility (is) 

inseparable' from the nature of the creature57 and whenever 

God turns his face away, the soul of man is 'left naked' and its 

5 1 Sterry, MS 292, p. 156, (E.C.L). 
52 Ibid. p. 157. 
53 Dermot Moran, The Philosophy of John Scottus Eriugena, (Cambridge 
1989) p. 96. 
54 DFW,p.117. 
55 Plato, Phaedrus, 204b3-248c8. 
56 DFW, p. 98. 
57 Ibid. p. 147. 
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'natural defectibility' prevails.58 Such a defectibility or 

nothingness is depressingly inseparable from the nature of the 

creature in its shadowy, earthly state,59 and man 'sinketh to his 

own nothingness when once he is left to himself ... ' 60 In the 

same way that, as we shall discover, reason has no real ability 

or value in itself apart from Christ, so it is that, without God's 

light, creation is nothing. For 'how little of Man there is left in 

Man ... ' cries Sterry61 as man is no longer in his prelapsarian 

pure state of nature when man glorified God as God62 and the 

creature can now see God only through a 'shadowy image 

alone ' which lies 'like a veil' over His divine glories.63 

Humans' weakness also means that they are unable to see the 

true worth of nature: 'The contraction, the obscurity, the 

materiality, which seemeth to be the bound of our eye and 

sense ... are in truth the weaknesses of our senses, falling short 

of the glory shining in the nature of things .. .'64 Man also 

becomes confused and believes that ·this state of death is life, 

and is unable to see that the world is in fact a tomb65 and, as 

Philo claims, m fact this body is merely the 'grave of the 

58 Op.cit, p. 142. 
59 Op.cit, p. 117. 
60 Op.cit, p. 118. 
61 RRR, p. 115. 
62 DFW, p. 105. 
63 Ibid. p. 205. 
64 Op.cit, p. 28. 
65 DFW, p. 84. 
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soul66-for the body is a 'thing which entombs us' and 

imprisons us within it. ' 67 Sterry depressingly claims that life is 

simply 'Death form'd into a Shadow of Life.' 68 'This darke 

narrow life in this Body' he claims, 'is not myself, but my 

shadow only in a little black spot.'69 On reading such 

melancholia and pessimism from Sterry's pen, one is moved to 

consider whether the various illnesses he suffered particularly 

later in his life contributed to blank depressions such as this. 

Yet it is true that both Platonism and Calvinism at their 

extremes devalue creation and claim that everything is in a state 

of sin. Moreover, the more of a monist Sterry is, the more the 

world is devalued. However, despite his monism, Sterry's 

thought edges towards some kind of dualism since, in the 

terrestrial's subservience to the spiritual, some sort of reality of 

the former is implied. For even in the darkness the divine 

presence ensures that a certain light, or 'divine spark' as we 

shall consider later, still remains in man, although man is 

'restless in it, and as a Stranger to it, rejected by it.'70 Man, 

claims Sterry, is composed of the 'light of God' and His 'own 

proper darkness,_' 71 and the Divine Image lies hidden in the 

66 Philo 'Quaestiones in Genesin (Exodum), in Ronald Williamson, Jews in 
the Hellenistic World, (Cambridge 1989) p. 212. 
67 Plato, Phaedrus, 250 c 5-6. 
68Appearance, p. 39. 
69 Sterry to son Peter, MS 290, (undated), p. 117, (E.C.L). 
70 RRR, p. 111. 
71 DFW, p. 177. 
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centre of the soul, ready to be born again at conversion or 

regeneration.'72 In fact, the human body is a 'sacred cave' 

within which, despite the fact that it covers us with a dark 

shade, one can behold the glory of God, 73 and indeed the soul 

in a perfect state considers the body no prison, but instead ' a 

palace ... or sphere, where it shines in all its lustre.' 74 However 

the spiritual can be hindered and the spiritual 'stopped up' by 

the various rubbish of human fleshly existence75 and therefore 

the worldly life needs to be kept down within the human, and to 

remain as a 'footstool' only from the terrestrial to the spiritual 

realm.76 

So unsurprisingly, spirit for Sterry is infinitely superior to 

the material and, moreover, matters of the spirit lie deep within 

us-'they come not up so high to outward appearance, as into 

the Heart.' 77 Thus when the soul and body are in their co~rect 

relation to each other-and therefore when the body realises its 

inferiority . to the spirit, and focuses on becoming more God

like-then, as we shall note, the body can become a positive 

72 RRR, p. 500. Sterry comments that in the saint, new birth and resurrection 
of the divine within one, is united. However, it is still as yet in its infancy, 
and is still imperfect when on earth, (ibid. p. 504). 
73 Sterry to daughter, MS 289, Dec. 1660, p. 88-91, (E.C.L). 
74 Ibid. July 1669, p. 109-118. 
75 Appearance, p. 30. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid. p. 39. 
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instrument though which the divine can shine in a moment of 

glorious deification.78 

As we have considered, God' s entire work of creation can 

best be described as a 'divine poem or picture'79 and is a thing 

of undoubted beauty and wonder, able to awake in the human 

soul an impression of the divine. In a kind of panentheism 

rather at odds with his monism, Sterry clearly believes that in 

nature God became manifest, and in many of his writings he 

extols creation in contemplative language of the deepest 

mysticism-and in language which, despite his monism, 

implies nature ' s beautiful reality, albeit as a reflection of the 

spiritual realm. For example, there is, quite possibly, no prose 

in his writings as beautifully written as the following: 

'(There is a) Sympathy ... in nature between a divine state of 

things, and the fields, or groves . .. the Sweetness, Liberty, the 

Pleasures, the Mixtures of Light and Shad@, the Openness of 

the Light, the Depth of the Shade, the murmurings of winds, the 

Clearness and Course ofRiyers, all conspire together to awaken 

in the Soule a certain sense, and Image of an Immortal and 

Divine State. ' 80 

78 DFW, p. 147. 
79 lbid. p. 144. 
80 Sterry, MS 294, (undated) p. 10, (E.C.L). 
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Thus creation still retains much goodness and beauty81 in the 

sense that when viewed correctly, God can be discerned within 

it, albeit dimly. In the great tradition of natural theology, Sterry 

claims: 'Thou wilt rejoice over all the Works of God in the 

World, when thou seest thy God, with all His bea1,fties, and 

blessednesses Imaged fo1th and brought to thy mind by them 

all.' 82 Quoting St. Paul he continues that ' by the things that are 

made' can be understood the invisible things of God.83 Thus 

nature ' speaks aloud of God: that He is good, true, just, full and 

free,' 84 and in this way, the terrestrial realm is God ' s temple.85 

Sterry's thoughts on matter and spirit can be summed up in 

his insistence on the necessity of their right ordering; spirit 

should never be seen as somehow inferior to matter because it 

is undoubtedly infinitely superior, and much of the unhapp_iness 

in the world originates in the insufficiency of man to recognise 

this fact. Stressing the distance between nature and · grace, and 

thus unconsciously thereby admitting ·a dualist ontology, Sterry 

claimed there to be a wide gulf between created and uncreated 

things since the spirit appears only in a shadowy form in the 

terrestrial realm . .He thus believed it to be 'madness' to 'value 

81 See Plotinus, Enneads, 3.2.7.42-3 and Augustine, Confessions, XII iii. 
82 RRR, p. 132. 
83 DFW, p. 103; Romans 1:20. 
84 RRR, p. 67. 
85 Ibid. p. 285. 
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the vessel as the Treasure ... ' 86 Therefore, the right attitude is to 

proceed through the world realistically, knowing it to be a 

'Throng of Apparitions, thy self being One among the rest.' 87 

For the will of man is a mere shadowy figure of the Divine 

Will, and its freedom is simply a shadowy resemblance of the 

Divine Liberty 'like the colours of a rainbow to a cloud, which 

are so many reflections of the light of the sun. ' 88 Moreover, 

Sterry's complex monism maintains that, although the images 

of creation available to humans are not to be considered real in 

themselves, the underpinning of all material elements is God, 

and thus in Him they do they have a certain reality and true 

existence. 

Yet it still seems as though a dualism of two realms more 

appropriately conveys creation's importance here through its 

rarticipation in the spiritual. One has to recognise that all 

natural things are mere shadows of the spiritual whilst nature 

itself is a mere representation of reality, with 'a show of things, 

but not the very things themselves.' 89 For compared to Beauty 

itself, 'all other Beauties are beautiful only by a participation 

of this, so fa~ as they are sparks and glances of this.90 

Elsewhere Sterry uses Plato's famous cave imagery to claim 

86 Stmy, MS 291, (undated) p. 247, (E.C.L). 
87 RRR, p. 5. 
88 DFW, p. 137. 
89 RRR, p. 3. 
90 Sterry, MS 292, (undated) p. 138, (E.C.L). 
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that no human can see themselves as the angels see themselves, 

face to face as in 'transparent crystal,' 91 but instead merely can 

behold themselves as in a glass,92 and in yet another work, the 

link with The Republic is even clearer in that 'Man is the 

reflection of the Light from the Sun from a Glass upon a 

wall.'93 

III. The 'Nothingness' of Matter 

Sterry viewed such ideas of creation as being very much in 

tune with the ideas of the 'general stream of Divines, 

Philosophers, Poets, Heathen and Sacred, through all ages ' who 

decreed that Plato was correct when he maintained that 'that 

which is not' is distinguishable from 'that which truly is. '94 For 

the problem is that material and visible things are only in the 

making-in the same moment as they are brought forth they are 

no more95-and Sterry thus effectively depicts the utter 

transience of creation, by echoing the views of the pre-Socratic 

philosopher Heraclitus: 'No man standing upon the back of a 

river sees twice the same water present with him. Before he can 

cast his eye upon . it the second time, it is past by and 

gone .. . (Therefore) we can never say of created Beings or 

91 Appearance, p. 42. 
92 Ibid. p. 41. 
93 RRR, p. 114. 
94 DFW, preface. The realm of being compared to that of becoming is 
symbolised by the analogy of the divided line-Plato, Republic, II xxx-xxxi. 
95 Ibid. p. 63. 



Beauties ... they are. For while we are saying it, they fly away 

and are no more.' 96 Matter is simply a mere shadowy 

potentiality that has to wait for the actions of spirit to enable it 

to accomplish anything, as it has no power in itself to actuate 

anything, for the soul (or spirit) alone is the principle and seat 

of all activities.97 

However any tendency to dualism is counteracted elsewhere 

by Sterry's continued stress upon the total non-reality of 

creation, and he warned his daughter in March 1660: 'Say to all 

things of this world, I know you are not. ' 98 For Sterry the spirit 

lies obscured in matter as does a flower hidden under winter 

soil99 and, echoing Plotinus' image of matter as a mere 

'decorated corpse,' 100 Sterry considers all lovely things in the 

terrestrial realm to be as 'rich clothes, rich language in a 

ttagedy; or as sweet-meats and scrutcheons_at a Funeral.' 101 For 

the world has nothing real and is all a mere shadow. 102 Such a 

view was .strengthened by one of Sterry's favourite little books 

of mysticism, the Theologia Germanica, 103 in which appears 

96 Ibid. Plato, Republic VII 514-516. 
97 • 

Sterry, MS 294, (undated) p. 79, (E.C.L). 
98 Sterry to daughter, MS 289, March 251

h 1660, p. 22-23, (E.C.L). 
99 Sterry, MS 291, (undated) p. 34, (E.C.L). 
100 Plotinus Enneads, ll.4.5. 
101 Appearance, p. 264. 
102 RRR, p. 279. 
103 Henry More and Anne Conway also read and appreciated this book, 
although interestingly More wrote to Conway: 'I am glad you are pleased
with the book (Theologia Germanica) ... but be sure to be as cheerful as you 
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the opinion that there exists no true substance in the terrestrial 

realm: any substance there is substance 'is an accident, or a 

brightness ... which is no substance, and hath no substitute 

except in the fire whence the brightness flowed forth, such as 

the sun or a candle.' 104 

Themes of sleep and dreaming are prevalent in Sterry' s 

thought as he remarks that all humans and their world are 

'lighter than vanity, less than nothing, a vapour, a vain shew, a 

tale that is told, a dream in sleep.' 105 For any kind of light is 

simply the 'pleasant dream in this Divine Sleep '106 and when 

man awakens from this dream, all forms and images ' break up, 

fly away and vanish ... as the shadowy images in a dream .. .' 107 

Consequently Sterry begs his beloved daughter not to dwell 

upon the 'thin, flying Reflections' of the world 108 for the 

·material realm is full of varying dreams and darknesses, which 

however only have true existence as 'Divinities in (God)' as in 

the 'Palace of their King and Father:' 109 Francis Mercuri us Van 

Helmont thought of matter in a similar way when he claimed 

can and take the Christianity out of it, but leave the Melancholy to those that 
want it,' (July 2, 1655, The Conway Letters, ed. Nicolson, revised Hutton, p. 
110). . 
104 Theologia Germanica, ed. Dr Pfeiffer, (London 1857) p. 5. 
105 Ibid. p. 10. Sleep is an image used in the Kabbalah and Van Helmont 
claims that in nature the descent into sleep (into nature) is followed by an 
ascent or awakening (Van Helmont, Cabbalistical Dialogue, p. 16). 
106 Ibid. p. 212. 
107 RRR, p. 479. 
108 Sterry to daughter, MS 289, 22 Jan. 1661 , p. 63-4, (E.C.L). 
109 Ibid. 13 Oct. 1660, p. 46-47, (E.C.L). 
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that it was now in a 'dull rest and privation of its former 

happiness' and yet it was once, and shall be again, a 'spirit.' 110 

Sterry claims that when Christ died, light, life and the forms 

and essences of things retreated from creation to return to being 

ideal forms, and hence a 'divine darkness' arose, as all true 

forms slept as a mere dream within terrestrial shade, before 

waking at the final Day of Resurrection, to be resolved into one 

harmony .111 Yet such a description seem to play down the vital 

role of the Holy Spirit in the world, as well as suggesting the 

Lurianic Kabbalah's tikkun or the restitution into a harmonious 

whole, from shattered, dispersed and defective elements, 112 

and, additionally, following in the tradition of Eriugena who 

claimed that only Christ formed the link, bond and meaning of 

creation.113 Likewise, Henry More comments that the whole 

life of man upon earth is 'nothing but a slumber and a dream' 

in comparison with the 'awakening of the soul that -happens in 

the recovery of her Aetherial and Celestial body.' 114 

Images of dreams and shadows continue to predominate in 

Sterry's declaration that, although creation is unsubstantial and 

a mere shadow o_f true reality, it is not in itself the cause of evil. 

Indeed as we shall consider later, evil itself is mere privation, 

110 Van Helmont, Cabba/istica/ Dialogue, p. 8. 
Ill DFW, p. 238. 
112 Scholem, Jewish Mysticism, p. 268. 
113 Eriugena, Periphyseon III 678c. 
114 Henry More, Divine Myste1y of Godliness, p. 142. 
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and matter too is privation and can in no way be considered to 

be the source of sin. Additionally, Sterry also contrasts natural 

knowledge seen by images and dreams with spiritual 

knowledge, where there is an immediate union with the things 

themselves. 115 This ties in with Sterry's denunciation of human 

reason, compared to the divine spiritual logos. It is only when 

the face of God shines on the soul, irradiating the intellectual 

forms of Beauty, Truth and Goodness, and binding up the 

crucial defects in understanding and will, that the human can 

attain anything of the divine. 116 

So, for Sterry, the utter, continual dependence of the human 

upon God cannot be emphasised enough: 'if any creature could 

subsist one moment apart from God ... it would have the 

principle of Being in itself, and so eternity in that moment, and 

so ·a Godhead. 117 We get a glimpse of Sterry's distrust · of 

human reason again when he claims never to trust anything 

presented to his 'sense and reason' in those regions 

'encompassed with the shade of flesh' but instead considers 

them 'vicious enchantme~ts.' 118 In fact, without the spirit and 

knowledge of Chri.st, although he may be endowed with great 

intellectual ability, a man is merely sleeping, with only dreams 

115 Appearance, p. 184. 
116 Ibid. p. 142. 
117 Ibid. p. 63. 
118 Sterry, MS 292, (undated) p. 140, (E.C.L). 
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of heaven, and the situation comes to a head when he wakes 

and finds himself at the bottom of a dark dungeon.' 119 

In the same way that grace is superior to nature, Sterry also 

distinguishes between the spiritual law of Christ and natural, 

moral law, for law is the Gospel veiled, whilst Gospel is the 

law unveiled. 120 He describes a man under the law as being 

'like him, that standing on the Brink of a River, looks not up to 

see the glorious image it self in the skie, but looking down, sees 

the shadow of it at the bottom of the Waters.' 121 Natural law is 

merely the shadowy image of the divine law, although it still 

has its role against intemperance and sensuality and maintains 

light over darkness.' 122 

As we have noted, Sterry was concerned with the right 

ordering of creation, in that the terrestrial should always realise 

its utter subservience to the spiritual. Yet he was aware that the 

terrestrial realm could also be a dangerous pull towards the 

worldly and away from the spiritual, leading to helplessness 

and despair. In his later years we know that Sterry was greatly 

distressed by his son Peter's behaviour, which seemed to be far 

too engrossed in wo~ldly things, and to be far from God. He 

frequently berated Peter: 'I am much troubled to see you still 

unchanged in .. .love of 

119 Appearance, p. 247. 
120 DFW, p. 77. 
121 Commings, Epistle Dedicatory. 
122 Ibid. 
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pleasures ... (being) idle, and (with) prodigall expense of 

money.' 123 For the world compared with the 'great and glorious 

world of light and beauty in the Person of Christ is as a Mote in 

the Sun. ' 124 Asks Sterry: 'Are you not tir'd with the Emptiness, 

and Unsatisfiedness, which you meet with in all the Creatures? 

With all the Changes and Confusions on the Earth and in the 

World?' 125 Sadly, every 'fleshly thing' veiled humans from 

things of the spirit, and every earthly conversation is an 

alienation from the divine. 126 Thus Sterry blames the flesh for 

entrapping us, enticing us down into a land of bondage 127 and 

making us forget Christ, 128 for although the spiritual flesh is our 

'proper Spouse' often we cannot see it because of a 'mist' from 

fleshly things. 129 

123 • · 
Sterry to son Peter, MS 290, (undated) p. 129, (E.C.L). Elsewhere, Sterry 

scolds his son for particular worldly vices. For example: 'There is no such 
hell on earth as gaming. It raises all the devils in hell up into the spirit of 
men .. . ' (Ibid. p. 136). 
124 RRR, p. 214. 
125 Appearance, p. 327. 
126 Clouds, p. 44. Philo professes a similar belief in the dangers of the 
material when he clsiims that some men have 'entered into an agreement and 
a compact with the body' and are therefore unable to shake off the 'garment 
of the flesh' to behold that spiritual existence which is 'incomparable and 
simple, unmixed with anything else and alloyed, uncompounded with 
anything else .. .' · (Philo, 'Quod Deus sit Immutabilis' 52 in Ronald 
Williamson, Jews in the Hellenistic World-Philo, Cambridge 1989, p. 56). 
127 Sterry here echoes Plotinus Enneads 11.9.7: 'We are bound by a body 
which has already become a bond.' 
128 Clouds, p. 44. 
129 Appearance, p. 29. 
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In such thought, Sterry was partly influenced by Henry 

Mare's early poetry, as the terrestrial realm for More was 'the 

stupid state of drooping soul, That loves the Body and false 

forms admires, Slave to base sense, fierce 'gainst reason's 

control, That still itself with lower lust bemires.' 130 Similarly to 

Sterry, the terrestrial body is also firmly denounced by John 

Smith who warned that 'the more deeply our Souls dive into 

our Bodies, the more will Reason and Sensuality run one into 

another, and make up a most dilute, unsavoury and muddie 

kinde of knowledge.' 131 God is present in the sensual realm 

only in a shadowy manner,' 132 and one's terrestrial life occurs 

in a mere 'prison-house.' 133 Such thought of course is pure 

Platonism, which however could lead to a total neglect of the 

terrestrial realm, just as Sterry feared that his son's dangerous 

absorption into the sensual would then lead to a disregard for 

the spiritual. 

Moreover, Sterry takes such other-worldly desires to 

extremes and occasionally the tone of this writings becomes 

almost unbearably pessimistic when he claims that 'there is no 

real differenc~ between having a Husband, Wife or Children, 

and having none; between being in Grief or Joy, and being 

130 Henry More, Psychathanasia, 1647, in The Complete Poems of Hemy 
More, ed, Rev . Alexander B. Grosart, 1878, p. 44. 
131 John Smith, Select Discourses, p. 5/6. 
132 DFW, p. 45. 
133 RRR, p. 124. 
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without Grief or Joy .. .' 134 Yet how can such thought fit with 

Sterry' s obvious love towards his family, and his enjoyment at 

the happiness they gave him? For we can remember in 

particular the touching devotion he exhibited towards his wife 

and daughter. 135 It seems that Sterry is certainly extraordinarily 

complex on the issue of the world's reality and value. 

A desire to rise above the terrestrial resounds in 

neoplatonism down the centuries. Iamblichus, for example, 

says something akin to Sterry when he claims that, on 

becoming entirely soul, outside of the body, and 'soaring on 

high with all the gods of the non-material realm, we occupy 

ourselves with sublime visions' sadly only again to become 

bound in the 'oyster-like body' and held fast under the 

dominion of matter.' 136 Then, in a manner reminiscent of 

Plaro's Phaedrus, 137 one desires the restoration of ' silver wings 

and golden feathers' to 'fly forth from this 'Cage of· unclean 

spirits, this dungeon of the fleshly principle and sense.' 138 For, 

as Platonist teaching avowed,, true and lasting joy and pleasure 

134 Ibid. p. 279. 
135 Sterry to daughter, ¥S 289, (undated) p. 65, and Sterry to wife, MS 292, 
'Sweet Calianthe' (undated) p. 123, (E.C.L). 
136 Iamblichus, Theurgia or The Egyptian Mysteries, transl. Alexander 
Wilder, (London 1911) eh.XII, p. 204. See also Ficino, Commentarium in 
Phedrum, ch.8 (iii) p. 102, who describes the rational soul as retaining its 
wings as long as it unde1iakes sublime activities, but the wings become less 
free as it neglects the world's universal form and 'loves its life more 
ardently' (Allen, Phaedran Charioteer). 
137 Plato, Phaedrus, 204b3-248c8. 
138 Sterry, MS 294, (undated) p. 251, (E.C.L). 
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can only be found away from the terrestrial body, and Sterry 

would have agreed with his Cambridge colleague Henry More 

who claimed that those who seek pleasure 'by diving into the 

body base' will lose it, whilst those who 'gainly strive Their 

sinking soul above this bulk to place Enlarg'd delight they 

certainly shall find .. .' 139 This idea can be seen in Plato's 

Phaedo and its description of the soul's detachment from the 

body, regarding the body as a mere prison and true virtue as the 

light or withdrawal from the world. 140 The idea too is seen most 

clearly in the Cambridge Platonists' espousal of the idea of 

deification. However, Plotinus sees problems in 'becoming like 

God,' as an ethical idea. After all, how can virtue be 'becoming 

like God' when He does not have virtues, or have to cope with 

evil in opposition to good, in the way that humans do? 

Plotinus's solution here is to claim that there is no paradox in 

us becoming like God, although He is completely · different 

from us in the way that an original is to a copy. 141 He believes 

that practicing the civic virtues, especially those found in the 

139 Henry More, 'An .addition of some smaller poems ... ,' 1647, in The 
Complete Poems of Henry More, ed. Rev. Alexander B. Grosart, 1878, p. 
171. 
140 Phaedo 67C, 83A, quoted in Julia Annas Platonic Ethics, Old and New, 
(Ithaca, 1999), p. 62. The idea of virtuous assimilation to God is less other
worldly in the Republic, where the philosopher is compelled to return to the 
cave (Republic 500C-D) than e.g. in the Phaedrus, where the soul seems to 
be escaping human life (Phaedrus 247C-249C.) See Annas Platonic ethics 
p. 62. 
141 Ennead 1:2 
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Republic, serves as a preparation for the higher, purificatory 

virtues. 142 Nevertheless, as Annas comments, it is hard to see 

how such higher virtues are not to compete for psychological 

space with the lower, civic virtues, since they have such 

divergent aims. 143 She identifies a 'rift in Plato's thought' on 

this point144 and remarks that 'if virtue lies not in coping with 

the imperfect and messy world, but in rising above it, we run 

the risk of characterising virtue in a way which loses the point 

of it.' 145 

Yet there is not only tension within Platonism on the issue 

of how the virtuous and deiform should behave in the sensory 

realm, but also there is a tension as to how Christians should 

behave towards the world. There is, in any case, a perennial 

struggle between spiritual and physical, and constant tensions 

and dangers in ignoring either one, but there are also additional 

debates between those who see Christianity as 'spiritual' in 

looking only at the world beyond, and those who see it as 

primarily concerned with this world through morality and 

politics. Perhaps Sterry never entirely made up his mind as to 

where he stood on. this issue, for we can see that he, in some 

senses, straddled both positions, or maybe he was attempting 

142 Annas, Platonic ethics, p. 68. 
143 Ibid. p. 69, ie one involves fleeing from the world, the other a committed 
engagement with it. 
144 Op.cit, p. 70. 
145 Op.cit, p. 71. 
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some uneasy compromise. Certainly his mysticism, 

contemplation and spiritual monism all contribute to an other

worldliness so extreme at times, as to became almost 

unorthodox. Occasionally he devalues creation and the 

terrestrial realm so much that his views sit most uneasily with 

God's great love for the world, and the fact of the Incarnation. 

However, we also come across another, less monist, inclination 

within Sterry-an inclination leading him to paiiicipate in 

politics, teach dissenting students after the Restoration, and 

emphasise the immanence of God in the beautiful reality of 

nature. Moreover, Sterry, like the other Cambridge Platonists, 

emphasises the importance of morality, and love towards others 

on a day-to-day basis, and, caring deeply for his family, he 

busily exhotied them-especially his wayward son Peter-to 

ri·ghteous living. Cudworth also highlights the impo11ance of 

'fighting the good fight' against sin, whilst also noting the 

ultimate insufficiency of these attempts 'without the addition 

and assistance of Divine grace .. .' 146 Therefore perhaps, in this 

way, the Platonist, contemplative Sterry was attempting to 

create some sof!: of balance between both mysticism and 

materialism in his approach to the sensory realm. 

146 Cudworth, 'Treatise on Freewill ' in Eternal and Immutable Morality, ed 
Hutton, p. 208. 
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IV. The Spiritual Body 

According to Van Belmont, the body contains two parts: one 

part is 'more subtil and refined ... which cleaveth to the body 

than is a part of it.. .' whilst the other part is gross, with 'no 

sense or feeling ... no more than a piece ofred Earth or Clay.' 147 

Sterry's own beliefs are somewhat similar here and he 

approvingly describes Mare's version of the kabbalah in which 

body springs forth from soul in a 'beautiful image' 148 and as a 

vehicle of the soul. Such an employment of the soul's vehicle 

forms one of the links between spirit and matter (the other 

being the 'spirit of nature'.) Additionally, Sterry claims that 

Henry More is 'a Prophet as well as a Poet' to discern that the 

whole universe is a 'great Soul and Spirit' and a place where 

materiality and corporeality are not simply different substances 

frotn the soul but are rather 'figures wrought by the soul 

herself .. .' 149 Nonetheless, Sterry does not stress, as More does, 

the 'vital congruity' 150 needed to 'hold' the soul in the body, or 

indeed the 'plastic part' of the soul to enable it to be set free 

from the body and 'exquisitely recover her ancient form 

again' 151-as a resµlt of his monist idealism he does not need 

147 Van Helmont-Two Hundred Queries, p. 100. 
148 DFW, p. 31. 
149 Ibid. 
150 Henry More, Immortality of the Soul, p. 204. Sterry was never so 
concerned with contemporary scientific or philosophical debate as More 
and, unlike More, never explicitly attacked either Descartes nor Hobbes. 
151 Ibid. p. 220. 
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to. Moreover, Sterry's thought differs slightly from More who 

claims that 'the Soul is never (my italics) destitute of some 

Vehicle or other, though Plotinus be of another minde, and 

conceives that the Soul at the height is joined with God and 

nothing else, nakedly lodged in his arms ... And I am the more 

bold to dissent from (Plotinus) in this exaltation of the soul.' 152 

For Sterry is further from More and closer to Plotinus on this 

issue, and believes that in the end the true believer will subsist 

'alone, in immediate, entire and mutual union with (the Holy 

Ghost.)' 153 

Sterry believes that after death, the terrestrial body dies and 

the spirit lives on in the ' light and glory of the spiritual man.' 154 

However, his belief in the existence of vehicles for the soul, 

and thus a certain emphasis on the personal identity provided 

by such vehicles, entail a certain unresolvc;d tension between 

this idea and his belief, as we have seen, that all individuals 

will be ultimately subsumed into a total unity with Christ, after 

the purging fires of the Last Judgement. This is surely an 

extremely unorthodox tenet involving the end of individual 

identity, and one µot tallying with his expressed desire to see 

his daughter in heaven. 

152 More, Conjectura Cabba/istica, (1653) p. 222. He is probably referring 
here to Plotinus, Ennead IV.3.11. 
153 RRR, p. 438. 
154 Appearance, p. 17. 
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Meanwhile, the bodies of the so-called saints or elect are 

made up of 'two mixed principles and images'-the flesh and 

Christ, 155 which at death are then freed into an adoption by 

Christ. 156 However, nothing of flesh is necessary to the proper 

form or essence of a body, for it is not body and spirit, but flesh 

and spirit, that are distinguishable from each other. 157 In fact, 

claims Sterry, 'body' is 'consistent with flesh or spirit' and it is 

unfortunate that natural philosophy has seen the need to confine 

corporeal and bodily substances to 'gross materiality ' and 

therefore to be contradistinguished from spirit which is 

incorporeal and unbodied. 158 One thinks here of Henry More's 

similar belief in the extension of spiritual bodies, and belief that 

a body could be both terrestrial and spiritual, not merely the 

former. 159 

Unusually, Sterry, similarly to Henry More160 and Anne 

Conway believed in the pre-existence of · souls, a deeply 

unorthodox . tenet, indeed 'more in common with the Lurianic 

155 RRR, p. 437. 
156 Ibid. 
157 Appearance, p. 360. 
158 Sterry, MS 294, (undated) p. 361 , (E.C.L). 
159 For example, through his mouthpiece Philotheus in his Divine Dialogues, 
More attacked Descartes for his assertion that 'every Extension (was) really 
the same with Matter,' (Divine Dialogues, 1668, p. 360). 
160 Henry More edited and annotated the Letter of Resolution concerning 
Origen (1661) (probably composed by George Rust) as well as Joseph 
Glanvil's Lux Orientalis (1662). Both works were strongly in favour ofpre
existence. Supposedly Van Helmont specifically sought out Henry More 
when he journeyed to England in 1670, as he was a well-known supporter of -
pre-existence (Coudert, Impact of the Kabba/ah, p. 194). 
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Kabbalah than with orthodox Christianity' 161 and a belief which 

certainly challenges any notion of personal identity. Indeed, the 

belief in pre-existing souls was later in the century to provide 

some of the spur to John Locke's attack on innate ideas. For 

Locke may not just have been putting forward an empiricist 

view but also upholding orthodox Christianity against this kind 

of extreme Platonism. However, Henry More declares the 

theory to be a 'necessary result of (God's) Wisdom and 

Goodness,' 162 and through the mouth of Philotheus in his 

Divine Dialogues proclaims that 'there was never any 

Philosopher that held the soul spiritual and immortal, but he 

held also that it did pre-exist.' 163 Certainly, claimed Sterry, 

anamnesis should not be dismissed-all knowledge in the soul 

seems to be a remembrance, an awakening by reason of the 

image of pure nature 'sparkling through the Rubbish' of 

creation. 164 For the theory of the pre-existent soul seemed to 

have many benefits: 'what light will it bring to many difficult 

and obscure parts of Philos9phy as well as Divinity. ' 165 

16 1 Allison Coude1i, 'A Cambridge Platonist's Kabbalist Nightmare', JHI 
XXXVI, (1975) p. 63°9. 
162 Henry More, Immortality of the Soul, p. 148. 
163 Henry More, Divine Dialogues, p. 511. 
164 DFW, p. 99. 
165 Sterry, MS 292, (undated) p. 127, (E.C.L). However Sterry could never 
countenance the doctrine of transmigration of souls. The theory, in addition 
to its gross unorthodoxy, expressed an extreme ' Pelagianism' unsavoury to 
a Calvinist, in its belief in the individual's own ability in a succession of " 
lives to fulfil the Commandments and attain one' s own salvation. 
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For all humanity, in Sterry's view, is able to feel the affinity 

with Adam whilst standing and subsisting together in the 

Garden of Eden. 166 However, after the Fall the pre-existent soul 

is plunged into darkness and despair, and God withdraws His 

Light, so that the soul deeply sleeps with a 'terrible dream,' in 

which it sees itself and the whole nature of things: dead, 

divided, dissolved, all broken and scattered into pieces.' 167 

Unity and harmony are shattered. This dreadful sleep is only 

ended by Christ' s awakening in the soul at the moment of His 

Resurrection, so that the dream flees away 'as if it never had 

been,' 168 and every soul loses ' all knowledge, all remembrance' 

of its body in paradise at the beginning of time ... ' 169 

V. Immanence and Transcendence 

The immanence of the divine within nature occurs often in 

Christian thought, and Sterry, surprisingly, appears to be no 

exception to this trend; God is immanent and yet transcendent, 

and thus neoplatonic cof)cepts, even occasionally dangerously 

verging somewhat into pantheism, fit in well with such 

theories. 170 Sterry claims that the Divine Soul penetrates the 

world and 'fills it all in all within and without with its 

166 RRR, p. 498. 
167 DFW, p. 122. 
168 Ibid. 
169 

Sterry to 'Scipio', MS 289, July 1669, p. 109-18, (E.C.L). 
170 See O.S Rankin, Israel's Wisdom Literature, (NY 1936) p. 207. 

217 



For all humanity, in Sterry's view, is able to feel the affinity 

with Adam whilst standing and subsisting together in the 

Garden of Eden. 166 However, after the Fall the pre-existent soul 
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166 RRR, p. 498. 
167 DFW, p. 122. 
168 Ibid. 
169 

Sterry to 'Scipio', MS 289, July 1669, p. 109-18, (E.C.L). 
170 See O.S Rankin, Israel's Wisdom Literature, (NY 1936) p. 207. 
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Intellectual light. 171 However, such panentheism sits uneasily 

with Sterry's monist theories that, far from achieving a balance, 

in fact stress transcendence far above immanence. 

Yet panentheism is often expressed by Sterry, who claims 

that God is not the creature, although He is in the creature; He 

is not confined, nor defined by the creature, but simply fills 

every creature. 172 All creatures are 'less than nothing' to the 

Creator and indeed are all that they are merely in Hirn 173 and in 

both life and death the saint's body is 'filled and overshadowed 

by the Holy Ghost.' 174 Here Sterry employs another favourite 

phrase of the Cambridge Platonists, which we have considered, 

in stressing his point: 'God alone is the all in al/175 (my italics), 

and the Truth of all Things onely is in Him,' 176 He is the 'Eye, 

the Light, the Glass, the Object or Image, the Union, the 

I:.ight.' l77 For only God is at the root of all things_:_and 

everything has being solely in Hirn. 

171 DFW, p. 101. o ·od being 'all in all' in this context fits very well with 
Sterry's monism. Eriugena says something very similar (Dermot Moran, 
Eriugena, p. 236). 
172 DFW, p. 11. 
173 Ibid. p. 41. 
174 RRR, p. 452. 
175 1 Corinthians 15.28. 
176 Sterry to daughter, MS 289, 13 Oct, 1660, p. 48/49, (E.C.L). 
177 DFW, p. 166. 
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So God entirely fills all 'every person or spirit, every 

understanding and will, determination and motion.' 178 However 

Sterry is careful to stress that although God does fill all in all, 

this is not in a pantheistic sense, but instead God is in each 

thing 'according to the manner of that in which they are.' 179 For 

Sterry realised only too well that he had to apply his words 

carefully else he could be accused of gross unorthodoxy, and 

we remember the sermon he preached before Parliament in 

1649 expressly denouncing the careless pantheism of radical 

sects such as the Ranters and Diggers. 180 God is not all he 

claimed, either collectively or distributively but only by way of 

efficacy and by excellency, 181 and to say that 'All is God' is the 

'unsafest phrase' of all, for creatures can only eminently be in, 

and be seen in, God. Moreover, the declaration that 'All is in 

God' is equally suspect: 'there is no manner of speaking that 

requires more Distinction and Caution.' 182 Showing his years of 

178 Ibid. p. 42. This passage provides further evidence of Sterry's view on 
the freedom of the will: as. Goo entirely fills all things, to be truly free is 
also to follow God. 
119 RRR, p. 3_ . 
180 Gerrard Winstanley, the leader of the radical political group, the Diggers 
or ' True Levellers•; espoused the kind of extreme pantheism detested by 
Sterry. For example, he believed that 'the whole creation of fire, water earth 
and air, and all the varieties of bodies made up thereof, is the cloathing of 
God' (The Works of Gerrard Winstanley, ed. George H. Sabine, New York 
1965, p. 451). 
181 Commings, Epistle Dedicatory. 
182 Interestingly though, Francis Mercurius Van Belmont, a man with 
connections to both Henry More and particularly Anne Conway, believed 
that all souls are in Christ-a shocking belief also because of not only its 
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scholastic training, Sterry carefully enunciates his belief that no 

creatures can ever be materially or formally in God, but are 

only in God virtually ('all things are of a truth in God'), and 

eminently ( creatures are in their Creator 'not only 

Representatively but Really'.) Therefore only Christ can ever 

be immediately in God. 183 

As should be already apparent, the themes of unity and the 

love of God are forever present, as in the end, all will be 

'tuned' into a 'blessed Harmony', and transformed . . . to 'reall, 

glorious, eternall spirits.' 184 Excepting the Kabbalist's belief in 

reincarnation, a belief highly unorthodox and never espoused 

by Sterry, 185 we can perhaps see some more influence of the 

Lurianic Kabbalah 186 in a certain similarity of Sterry' s account 

pantheism, but also its pelagianism and perfectionism. (Coudert, Impact of 
Kabba/ah, p. 128) The orthodoxy in this passage by Sterry answers Richard 
Baxter's concern that Sterry was meaning to suggest· that ' the Universe is 
Christ, that His Divinity is the Soul and the world His body, and every Man 
and Beast and Substance part of it. '(Richard Baxter, Catholick Theologie, 
III, p. 112.) 
183 Commings, Epistle Dedicatory: 
184 Sterry to daughter, MS 289, Feb. 1661, p. 36-40, (E.C.L). 
185 Van Helmont, Two Hundred Queries: Van Helmont claimed that the 
revolution and return of souls could be found in Deuteronomy 32.39. He 
pronounced that everyone has twelve revolutions on eatih and asked 'are 
they not the same Rivers that come from the Sea and return into the same 
again?' (p. 62/ 87). 
186 Based on the esoteric, mytical writings of Isaac Luria (1534-72) 'from 
about 1630 onwards (the Lurianic Kabbalah) became something like the true 
theologia mystica of Judaism (Scholem, Jewish Mysticism, p. 284). There 
are other similarities in Sterry's thought to that of the Kabbalah, including 
the ideas of universal salvation, the pre-existence of the soul, and 'Adam " 
Kadmon'. 
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to the Kabbalistic Tikkun-the moment of restoration-in 

which souls are freed from exile and reunited into a harmony 

with the Divine Light. 187 Sixteenth-century Kabbalistic texts 

such as those of Isaac Luria became of some interest to men 

like Sterry, for such millenarians were keen to find within 

Jewish esoteric mysticism some unifying strands with 

Christianity, for as we have seen, they believed that Christ's 

kingdom on earth 188 would begin once the Jews entered the 

Christian fold. However, it is hard to gauge the extent to which 

Sterry perused Kabbalistic writings, although certain tendencies 

in his work certainly point to at least a passing acquaintance 

with Lurianic ideas. 

As we have already noted, Sterry maintains the importance 

of Christ's mediatory role as a fundamentally important factor 

within his monist view of creation. For, as is the case with ·the 

monism of Anne Conway, Christ's is a role which maintains 

the harmony of creation, from its . lowest to the highest 

points. 189 For Sterry, too, . Christ is, as we have said, the 

'universal man' and is described as a golden chain let down 

187 Coudert, Impact of the Kabba/ah, p. 121. However, Sterry would have 
felt his Calvinist stress on the depravity of man to be at odds with the 
Lurianic Kabbalist' s more optimistic view of man' s role in his own 
restoration-a view perhaps more in line with those of an Anninian 
persuasion. 
188 Romans 11.26 and John 10.16. 
189 Conway, Principles, ed. Coudert and Corse, (Cambridge 1996) p. 24. 
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from the throne of God to the lowest things of all. 190 Anne 

Conway also viewed all creation as part of the Great Chain of 

Being, although her monism went further than Sterry in her 

claim that all creatures, 'from the highest to the lowest are 

inseparably united one to another by their subtler mediating 

parts, which come from them and are emanations from one 

creature to another.' 191 Even further from Sterry's (mostly) 

orthodox Calvinism is Conway's heterodox, vitalist monism 

which declared that, by the plastic power of the soul, one 

species transmutes from one species to another, either by 

ascending from a lower species, or by descending on the 

opposite way. Thus, fundamentally, for Anne Conway, the 

difference between matter and spirit was merely 'modal and 

incremental, not essential and substantial.' 192 

· Sterry never mentioned monads, for his eyes were more 

firmly fixed on spirit alone. However, the basic monist idealism 

expressed by Conway is very similar to Sterry's-matter is a 

pale, shadowy form of sp_irit, with no real existence except in 

the latter's light. As Sterry claimed, the only hope was for all of 

sense to be subsumed into Christ's spirit, for all elements, 

angels and all of heaven meet in Christ193 and therefore it is 

crucial to note that all the unity within creation is obtained only 

190 True Way, p. 312. 
191 Conway, Principles, ed. Coudert and Corse, (Cambridge 1996) p. 20. 
192 Ibid. p. 40. 
193 DFW, p. 55. 
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in Jesus Christ. 194 Within every soul, Christ's Resurrection 

itself creates true unity, for this selfless action destroys evil and 

carries all creation and all shadowy images into union with the 

eternal image, so there is no more 'veil or shadow195
' and, as 

we have seen, everyone is ultimately saved. At the wondrous 

Last Day, so desired by Sterry, all glories of God become fuller 

and newer, as the 'shadowy happiness' of creatures make way 

for more substantial joys, with newer, higher glories 196 and man 

will be 'crowned with Honour and Dignity . .. Lord of the 

Angels.' 197 Then, at that glorious time, true harmony will be 

attained and all will see God 'standing at the bottom of all ' 198 

and rejoice in the spiritual enfolding of the terrestrial. 

There are many questions not satisfactorily answered by 

Sterry, such as the Christian's role in the world, and the 

terrestrial realm's relationship to spirit. M~reover, his ideas 

contain many tensions regarding monism and panentheism, 

nature and grace, individuality and unity. Yet nevertheless, his 

thought contains many attractive thoughts concerning the 

superiority of spirit. For even now, eloquently claims Sterry 'if 

194 Ibid. p. 64. 
195 Op. cit. p. 130. 
196 Op. cit., p. 119. 
197 Op. cit p. 82. 
198 Sterry to daughter, MS 289, Feb. 1661, p. 36-40, (E.C.L). 
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it were possible for a Man to fall thro' the Earth, he would sink 

into the lap of Heaven.' 199 

199 Appearance, p. 196. 

224 



8 

Sterry, the Freedom of the Will, and the Nature of Evil 

I. The Will and Love 

Arguments for and against predestination were of extreme 

imp01iance in Sterry's age. Although by the end of the 

sixteenth-century the Church of England was largely Calvinist 

m doctrine, there was later-especially in the late 

1620s/1630s-a 'dramatic shift' towards Arminianism. 1 It is 

important to remember that the differences between Calvinism 

and Arminianism had important implicati.ons and Sterry was 

not merely engaging in an arid theological debate· having no 

relevance to the lives of ordinary people. The differences in 

opinion between those wh0 believed in free will and those who 

did not, would, quite possibly, have implications for beliefs on 

evangelism. Thqse of a more Arminian turn of mind would 

possibly place more emphasis upon evangelising, since they 

considered that men and women could be turned, of their own 

free will, to God, and that more effort was needed by them 

1 Tyacke, Anti-Calvinism, p. I 06 
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themselves to attain salvation. Yet Sterry too placed emphasis 

upon evangelising-evidently because he himself held a view 

of the freedom of the will which was somewhere in the middle 

of the usual Calvinist and Arminian views. 

Arminianism had been the English Calvinist's more 

prominent foe since Archbishop Laud's first declaration of 

opposition to Calvinism in 1615.2 After 1649, the free will 

debate was adopted by many Interregnum parties to justify their 

opposition to Cromwell; for example, it was adopted by the 

Levellers who demanded democracy.3 Therefore it is likely that 

Sterry wrote his Discourse in order to rebut such ideas of free 

will, which he could see were being adopted by some whose 

beliefs endangered any hope of stability and the maintenance of 

the 'godly nation.' 

· Peter,Sterry's Discourse (posthumously published in 1672) 

contains much about the freedom of the wi.Jl. In more recent 

years Sterry has been painted as 'undervaluing God's design in 

Making and Governing free Intellectual agents' and as 

espousing a strong d~terminism.4 Even Sterry's younger 

contemporary, Richard Baxter, was wary of the Platonist's 

2 Ibid. p. 38. 
3 N.I Matar: 'Peter StetTy and Jacob Boehme' in Notes and Queries, 
vol.231, 1986, p. 231. The Levellers elevated reason to the extent that they 
believed in total freedom of the will, even if this went against the 
compulsions of those in authority. 
4 William M. Lamont, Puritanism and historical controversy, (London . 
1996) p. 168 and de Sola Pinto, Peter Sterry, p. 105. 
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thought and in 1675 considered it to revive the dangerous 

doctrine of extreme determinism, somewhat akin to that of 

Hobbes.5 Patrides even viewed Sterry's supposed total 'denial 

of free will' as the one tenet placing him in 'diametric 

opposition' to the other Cambridge Platonists.6 However such 

evaluations of Sterry's ideas on the freedom of the will seem 

unfair, and rather inaccurate. For it appears that Sterry's 

thought is far more complex than a simple, extreme 

determinism, since his avowed aim is to link together free will 

and determinism. 

First, Sterry maintains that the imagination and will are 

inextricably linked: the 'motions of the Will are raised and 

governed by the Images in the Understanding, as their formal 

Cause, from whose impressions they flow as their final cause, 

to which they tend, in which they end.' ' . The Understanding 

generates images in the mind, which are images of good and 

love, and .such images in the mind are the 'Objective Cause of 

all the motions of the Will.' 8 As J. Burnaby states in Amor Dei, 

according to Augustine, the happiness of human endeavour 

consists in the relationship between knowledge and love, which 

5 William M. Lamont, Puritanism and the English Revolution, vol. III, 
(Richard Baxter and the millennium) (Aldershot 1991) p. 140. 
6 C.A Patrides, The Cambridge Platonists, (Harvard 1970) xxvi. Surely, if 
any, as we have seen, the tenets should be Sterry's view of reason, and 
separation between nature and grace. 
7 DFW, p. 115. 
8 Ibid. 
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binds the soul to God; both knowledge and love redirect the 

soul to God. 9 Indeed also for Sterry, the will is the 'essential 

love of the soul, 10 and he believes that the will of man flows 

from love; this is the 'first and great wheel in the will, which 

puts all the wheels of the other affections or passions, into 

motion.' 11 The will of man is a divine love because it is the 

image of the divine will. 12 Here Sterry uses Plotinus's imagery 

of the soul coming forth with a Cupid, or a 'love proper to it 

and inseparable from it.' 13 Plotinus similarly states that the soul 

directs its act towards (Heaven) and holds closely to it, and that 

love brings fo11h the Eros through whom it continues to look 

towards (Heaven.) 14 

Sterry states that the will is the inclination of the soul, and 

that the object of the will is the good, and that this inclination 

of the Soul to good, is Love. 15 This _belief is simiiar to 

Augustine's idea that love is 'the weight of-the soul-as it moves 

to the attracting object, 16 and thus, Sterry stresses that the will, 

freely and necessarily, moves towards goodness. There is no 

9 J.Burnaby: Amor Dei, (London 1938,) p. 49. 
10 DFW, p. 8. 
II ' Op.cit. preface 
12 Op.cit. p. 6 
13 Op.cit. p. 137 
14 Plotinus Enneads, III 5 (50) 2, 35. 
15 DFW, pref. 
16 Ibid-see Augustine's De Trinitate XV38, for love as the soul's 
movement. In Amor Dei, p. 94, Burnaby claims that Augustine uses the 
word ' caritas' to describe the upward lifting of the spirit to God, whilst 
'cupiditas'drags the soul down to the abyss. 
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doubt that the divine will and divine love, as they exist in the 

Godhead itself, ' enjoy the most perfect freedom and the most 

absolute necessity, and are 'joyned together in a marriage, to 

which the whole Heavens and Earth ... sing eternal Marriage

Songs.'17 ' As the colours of the Rainbow are the same light 

variously reflected from the sun ... so of the motions of the Will 

are the same love, raised from the same good .. .' 18 Indeed, 

divine love and the determination of the will go together, as 

'either of these alone exposeth all to strong gusts .. .' 19 

Both will and love are 'one in their Object. .. both are the 

Souls vital spring or principle of motion to good.'2° For, as 

Aristotle claimed, the good is what all things desire,21 and as 

Sterry claims, in fact, the will of man contains a rational 

inclination to the supreme good. ' 22 Henry More believes the 

same; he claims that the rational soul has a 'congruity or 

connaturality' with virtue and goodness.23 Moreover, as Sterry 

continues, . the will is the inclination of the soul to images of 

17 DFW, pref. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Op.cit. pref. 
20 Op.cit. 
21 Nicomachean Ethics, 1.6. This text leads to the problematic question as to 
whether saying that all things aim at some good is the same as saying that 
there is a good at which all things aim. There is a difference between seeing 
something as good, to the Good. 
22 DFW, p. 137. See Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, l-2a q. 62 al. 
23 More, Divine Myste,y of Godliness, p. 406. 
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divinity24-everything hath essentially in its nature an 

inclination to its Good, to its perfection, to everything suitable 

and agreeable to it. ' 25 Aquinas says something akin to this 

when he comments that 'all things to which man has a natural 

inclination are naturally apprehended by the reason as good and 

therefore as subjects to be pursued. ' 26 Certainly the will in man 

is thus the seed of goodness, so it cannot be prevented from 

springing up and flourishing to become one with the divine 

goodness.27 The rational appetite directs itself to heaven28 and 

humans' conformity to God is their perfection. Sterry goes on 

to state later that there exists a 'most pleasing and agreeable 

necessity of being good (which) is inseparable from this sweet 

and ample freedom, while it continues in this state of the 

Divine Image and Figure. ' 29 Before the Fall, Sterry writes that 

the will contained the supreme liberty of, and power within, 

itself to 'fly upon golden wings, to go to the bosom of the 

divine will (and become one with God'-s will' .)3° However, the 

severely reduced powers o( the postlapsarian will mean that 

such elevation by the will alone is not possible, although it is 

24 DFW, p. 66. 
25 Ibid. p. 66. 
26 Aquinas Q.XCIV A.4 in Part II (first part) of The Summa of Theology 
(QQXC-CXIV). 
27 DFW, p. 136. 
28 Op.cit. p. 4. 
29 Op.cit. p. 138 
30 Op.cit. p. 137. 
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still distinguished from the natural and sensitive appetites, and 

is defined as a rational appetite.31 

However, Sterry goes so far as to say that imposters are to 

blame if the will does not follow its natural inclination to 

divinity.32 He stresses that any spirit who hates God, hates a 

false image of God-a God of cruelty and wrath, and a 'hard 

taskmaster' instead of a God of sweetness and love.33 The true 

God in his proper form is alone 'that Object which all things ... 

love, seek, and adore.' 34 It is very interesting that Sterry uses 

the words 'hard taskmaster' and uses such wrath to describe 

some people's views of the nature of God. Even though they 

are false views, they are nonetheless, harmful to Christianity. 

Frederick Beiser argues persuasively that the Cambridge 

Platonists viewed the fear of God and his wrath as the 'root 

cause of atheism.' For such atheism brought a kind of 

deliverance: 'It was better to believe in no God than a.wrathful 

one; and, by the same token, it was easier to live with the 

prospect of total annihilation rather than eternal torment. ' 35 

Thus the defence of the authority of reason was an attempt to 

dethrone 'Calvin;s deus absconditus.'36 

31 Op.cit. p. 67. 
32 Op.cit. ibid. 
33 Op.cit. p. 190. It is interesting here that Sterry presents a picture of what 
some would think as the tyrannical God of Calvinism. 
34 Op.cit. p. 189. 
35 Frederick Beiser, Sovereignty of Reason, p. 142. 
36 Ibid. p. 149. 
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Sterry's words on the 'false image' of God as tyrant was 

therefore intended to highlight the love of God far more than 

his wrath and thus to guard against any atheism to which 

extreme Calvinism contributed. His stress elsewhere on the 

reason and unity within creation, and the link between the 

predetermined soul and love, also militates against the 'false 

image' of God37 and the harsh predestinarian God also 

criticised by Henry More.38 

II. True Freedom 

We have seen that Sterry upheld the realist position beloved 

of the Platonists that truth and goodness are immutable, and 

one with God's essence.39 Such eternal and immutable 

standards of goodness are therefore present in the Divine 

Understanding, which determines human wiH which 'in every 

motion, act and determination of it, is from . eternity 

predetermined in the Divine Understanding, as in its first cause 

37 To fmiher amplify this argument, (and in opposition to the other 
Cambridge Platonists) · as we remember, SteITy later (in RRR) seemingly 
espoused apocatastasis and the denial of eternal torment. 
38 Henry More claimed that he was strongly persuaded of the justice and 
goodness of God from a young age; when at Eton he remarked that he was 
unable to 'swallow down that hard Doctrine concerning Fate,' (The Life of 
Henry More, ed. Sarah Hutton, Cecil Courtney, Michelle Cominey, Robert 
Crocker, A. Rupe1i Hall, Dordrecht 2000, p. 15). 
39 Cudworth in particular wrote in defence of realism, see eg. Eternal and 
Immutable Morality, ed. Hutton, p. 16/19. 
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and Original Form. '40 God therefore has a foreknowledge of 

future events and a knowledge of things present41 and such also 

knows all things to the lowest-'he knoweth the least, the 

obscurest, the vilest of all things ... ' 42 Such omniscience arises 

since creation is formed from the emanative power springing 

from God; thus Sterry claims that the divine eye is 'at once a 

glass to itself, and the fountain to all things and by beholding 

every moment in it self, it doth formally every moment send 

them forth from itself: so at once it seeth them in their formal 

d . .~ cause an present existence. 

Cudworth expressed distaste at a divine predeterminism 

extending to the 'necessitating of all creaturely actions and 

volitions ... and the reprobating of far the greater part of 

mankind by absolute decrees from eternity ... ' 44 It has likewise 

been shown that Sterry' s espousal of universal salvation was an 

attempt to temper the harsh realities of Calvinist determinism 

with mercy and love, as was his espousal of self-determination. 

Moreover, in Sterry's espousal of self-determination the 

extreme Calvinist conception of the Fall is challenged. For the 

theory must mean. that the Fall is not total, but, as was Sterry's 

40 DFW, p. 40. 
41 Op.cit. p. 40. 
42 Op.cit. p. 25. 
43 Op.cit. p. 40. 
44 Cudworth, A Treatise of Freewill, in Eternal and Immutable Morality, ed. 
Hutton, p. 165/6. 
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attitude towards reason, something of the divine light is 

maintained, however dimly it might shine. 

So Sterry advocated a self-determinism instead of Calvinist 

determinism. Self-determinism contained 'all (true) liberties' 

acting from the internal, essential principle of love, 'which is 

nothing determined ... except only as it determines itself (my 

italics) by the Laws of its own universal nature, in which it 

bears the immediate and most express figure of the Divine 

Nature, and so of the Divine .. .liberty.'45 Therefore such liberty 

of self-determination-for such as it could be described-is 

grounded in the divine and anchored in God's love. For God's 

will is intimately linked to love, and as human will is the 

second cause of action after the first cause (God), then the 

human will itself is in this divine will of love.46 Sterry describes 

this 'internal, essential principle of love' as not being 

determined so much as to 'determine itself b.y the Laws of its 

own universal nature, in which it bears the immediate and most 

express figure of the Divipe Nature, and so of the Divine 

freedom or libe11y. '47 

For Sterry's se.lf-determination, in which determinism and 

free will meet, involves the guidance of true reason in the 

understanding-a point safeguarding against Hobbesian 

45 DFW p. 40. 
46 Ibid. p. 42. 
47 Op.cit. p. 8. 
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determinism. Sterry moreover wishes that both determinism 

and freewill could unite48 and claims that his version of free 

will, with its emphasis upon harmony and unity, would attain 

this end: 'If the dividings, the disputes of these Parties have 

brought much light to the Church, what will the reconciling and 

uniting of their glorious ends ... be, but as a Marriage-day 

shining from on high ... .'49 We shall see that both Sterry and 

Ralph Cudworth link together freedom and determinism by 

means of this self-determination based on truth and goodness 

guiding the understanding, whilst Thomas Jackson,50 also a 

Platonist, attempts to hold the balance between free will and 

determinism primarily by proclaiming a permissive element in 

God's divine necessity, allowing for a 'mixed possibility' in 

human action.51 Jackson52 was a friend of Joseph Mede, and 

there ·is also evidence marking him out in ot_her ways as a 

'forerunner of the Cambridge Platonists. ' 53 

48 DFW, pref. Also Origen, in On.First Principles, Bk.3.ch.l, presents grace 
and free will as not mutually exclusive, but complementary. Human agency 
has its role, but God's share in salvation greatly exceeds ours. 
49 Op.cit. pref 
50 ' Thomas Jackson (1579-1640) was Fellow and then President of Corpus 
Christi, Oxford, and Laudian opponent of Calvinism, and was influenced by 
Ficino and admired by Whichcote (DSBP, II, p. 467). 
51 Thomas Jackson, Treatise of the Divine Essence, 2nd part, pp. 99/118/121 
52 Thomas Jackson, (1575-1640), 1630-40 President of Corpus Christi, 
Oxford and 163 8-9 Dean of Peterborough. 
53 Sarah Hutton, 'Thomas Jackson, Oxford Platonist and William Twisse, 
Aristotelian' in JHI 39 (1978) p. 640. Jackson was a Platonist and believer 
in the ' prisci theologia.' 
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Ralph Cudworth, in his Treatise on Freewill, talks of free 

will as a power of the soul combining the functions of intellect 

and volition.54 Sterry claimed that freedom from the necessity 

of the outward power of coercion is the perfection of 

humanity55 and the liberty of the soul/ understanding/will is 

inseparable (by God's grace) from its essence.56 True to 

Sterry' s belief in unity, he claims that true freedom of the will 

is where liberty and (the inward power of) necessity meet 57
: 'O 

blessed Will ... while in being good, beautiful, blessed, with a 

perfect Liberty, thou aii such also with the highest necessity' 58 

and here Sterry's words are strikingly reminiscent of the Book 

of Common Prayer where to serve God is described as ' perfect 

freedom. ' 59 The Cambridge Platonist Nathaniel Culverwell 

similarly remarks that 'The will has never more freedome than 

wheh it moves towards God. '60 Thus Sterry regards liberty ~f 

will as the truest, happiest freedom of acting i-n conformity to 

the eternal truth, divine wisdom and will,61 for everything 

54 See introduction by Sarah Hutton to Cudworth: Eternal and Immutable 
Morality. 
55 DFW, p. 135. 
56 Op.cit. p. 2. 
57 This is the necessity of nature which flows from essence itself- it' s not at 
all inconsistent with libe11y. 
58 DFW, p. 2. 
59 'Collect for Peace' , Morning Prayer, Common Worship, (London 2000) p. 
71. 

· 
60 Nathaniel Culverwell, Elegant and Learned Discourse, p. 50. 
61 DFW, p. 65. 
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depends on the will of God in its positive act62 and the fact that 

the will acts in conformity with the divine will does not restrict 

it; in fact, all motions in the human will spring from the 

'antecedent existence' which they have in the Divine Will 'as 

the objects of that.'63 Sterry demands: 'Doth this confine it, 

destroying its freedom and its Joy, that it acteth and moveth in 

conformity to, in the communion and fellowship and with the 

Divine Will?'64 

The laws stemming from divine love form the true freedom 

of the will which is 'the truest, the happiest, the only desirable 

freedom of coming forth as it is sent from God .. . in a 

conformity to its eternal Truth .. .'65 The 'true liberty of man, 

and the freedom of his will ... is as the liberty of and freedom 

of the true eternal good ... '66 Sterry thinks truth important for 

true freedom of the will-a truth to guide true reason, which in 

tum means that there is less of a role for material causes and 

Hobbesian determinism. Such true liberty is obtained when 

man 'transcends all other Creatures here below . .. (and) 

triumphs over all Chances and Changes, over all Confinements 

and Compulsions .. t Sterry stresses that the tie of such liberty 

is to the Divine, and admires the will of man which is not 

62 Op.cit. p. 24. 
63 Op.cit. p. 23. 
64 Op.cit. p. 191. 
65 Op.cit. p. 65. 
66 Op.cit. p. 140 
67 Op.cit. p. 137 
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confined or determined to mere nature or sense but instead 

'hath its Freedom to range through the flowry and spacious 

Field of all good' to the' Supream good' .68 Cudworth likewise 

agrees that true freedom is when 'by the right use of the faculty 

of free will, together with the assistances of Divine grace (the 

human) is habitually fixed in moral good, or such a state of 

mind, as that (he/she) doth freely, readily, and easily comply 

with the law of the Divine life.' 69 We can see once again 

Sterry's stress on contemplation and its role in rising above this 

world to the divine. He describes how Plato rightly describes 

the soul and its fallen state by the loss of both wings, which are 

the intelligible light and love of reason in the mind, and the 

freedom of the rational appetite to good in the will.70 Sterry is 

evidently thinking of the Phaedrus here, when wings of the 

chatioteers circling the heavens are lost thr~:mgh missing the 

vision of reality because of wrongdoing or forgetfulness; the 

wings can only be re-grown on the true philosopher who has 

seen more of the vision true Being.71 

Grace is once again stressed, as the soul of man in its 

restitution throug~ the grace of Christ has both the 

68 Op.cit. p. 135. 
69 Cudworth, 'Treatise on Freewill' in Eternal and Immutable Morality, ed. 
Hutton, p. 196. 
70 DFW, p. 139 
71 Plato, Phaedrus, 248c/249a. 
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understanding and the will of Christ.72 Therefore, the soul 

restored by divine grace into Christ is one spirit with Christ so 

that 'the most pleasant liberty, and most potent necessity meet 

in one.' 73 Sterry's view here is a consequence-interestingly

of his unification of freedom and determinism. As Robert E.L 

Strider remarks, Sterry emphasises a unified creation, where 

liberty and determinism meet.74 The will and the understanding 

are tied, so that liberty of the will arises from the liberty of 

understanding in the soul.75 Indeed, as Sterry wrote to Morgan 

Llywd, free will which is 'undetermined by the ultimate 

dictates of the understanding' causes 'too great a division 

betweene Truth and Goodness, which seeme as inseparable as 

Harmony and Sound in Musicke (sic.)'76 For Sterry defines true 

libe1ty in general as the harmony of the essence of a thing and 

its· operations,77 therefore the truly free will acts 'after. an 

irresistible manner, according to its own ·proper nature'

nothing can move it but the 'manner of the inward Principles, 

of its own essence ... 78
' In the same manner Cudworth terms 

72 DFW, p. 139 
73 Ibid. 
74 Robert E.L Strider, Lord Brooke and the Nature of Truth, (Harvard 1968,) 

f; 207. 
DFW, p. 6. 

76 Sterry to Llwyd, MS l 1439D, July 23rd, 1654, (N.L.W). 
77 DFW. p. 2. 
78 Ibid. p. 135. 
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the idea of the will as a 'mere blind faculty' as a 'strange 

notion.' 79 

Moreover, Sterry highlights the power and unity of God 

when he cries: 'can . .. any thing, any where, any Essence, 

Power, Act, any Will, all motion of the Will ... be subordinate 

to this Supreme Being, and not ... be universally filled with 

this universal Being (the Divine Nature)?'8° For God, as the 

first and universal cause, is the most internal and essential 

principle of every effect and human operation, and of all the 

acts of the wili.81 He is the 'formal cause of the Soul, and of its 

Will' and is the 'universal Cause ... most intimate to every 

effect82
.' Sterry is adopting Aristotelian terminology here and 

his striking image of God as the formal cause of the soul is 

stressing the fact of God as the true essence of the soul. 83 Yet 

he is keen to attack the materialist notion of_ deists and others 

that men are like automata, and are as clocks·and watches put 

into motion by workmen. The deists' mechanistic view of God 

and creation left no room . for revelation, or 'mystery' in 

religion. The clergy were viewed as perpetrators of 'priestcraft' 

79 Cudworth, 'Treatise ·on Freewill' in Eternal and Immutable Morality, ed. 
Hutton, p. 180. 
80 DFW, p. 10. 
81 Ibid. p. 138. Even if the power of the will were responsible and the cause 
of the soul's determinism, as God is the author of this power: 'then also is 
the determination of the Will form Him after the same manner, by the force 
of that rule.'(Op.cit. p. 17). 
82 Op.cit. p. 191. 
83 Formal cause as a thing's essence-e.g. see Aristotle's Physics, 1094b. 
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and the Bible approached critically as a mere historical 

document. Although he seldom mentions the deism by name, 

Sterry clearly greatly disapproved of the movement, and his 

mystical language was far from the coldly rational language of 

deism. 84 

An example of such language exists in the beautiful, 

mystical prose employed by Sterry to praise the will's link to 

the understanding and the dependence of both upon God and 

their consequent deification. The: 

clear Face of the eternal Truth shines in (the) 
understanding ... this sweet flame of pure 
Goodness, and as pure a love to this Goodness, 
burning in its Will. .. unitedly spreading, varying, 
and forming ... through the whole Person and life 
of this Spirit... by which it becomes as God 
himself descended into a God-like image of God 
himself. This is that of God in the creature.85 

The same divine sweetness pervades Cudworth's image of . .. 

the true liberty as influenced by pure understanding: he claims 

it is a 'state of virtue, holiness and righteousness.' 86 Sterry 

continues that in his opinion, saints 'in the heavenly seed' are 

84 However, another Cambridge Platonist, Ste1Ty's teacher, Whichcote, was 
bizarrely accused of deism by Nathaniel Taylor in A Preservative Against 
Deism, (London 1698.) Whichcote was regarded, along with Herbert of 
Cherbury,as comparable exponents of deistic error, even though Whichcote 
declared that 'what is spiritual is most rational'-(see 'Should Herbert of 
Cherbwy be regarded as a 'Deist'? ' , David Pail in, JTS 2000, p. 117). 
85 DFW, p. 147. 
86 'Treatise of Freewill' in Eternal and Immutable Morality, ed. Hutton, p. 
197. 
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predestined to the Image of God, 87 and again his emphasis on 

unity is evident; the sacred, irresistible force of the divine 

harmony restores the soul, and God's grace brings in 

righteousness, fitting into the beauty of the divine harmony.88 

So the linkage between understanding and will, and the fact 

of deification, both together lead Sterry to state emphatically 

that, as the light of truth goes out in the understanding, the life 

of goodness dies in the will.89 This is another clear reference to 

the Platonic 'deiform' life greatly favoured by the Cambridge 

Platonists-one only has to know the good to do it. Such a life 

involves assimilation to God, for it is in transcending our 

human nature rather than fulfilling it, that we find happiness.90 

However another tension occurs here, for such Platonic 

optimism about human nature and ability, of a type criticised 

by St. Paul in Romans 7:9, does not sit at all easily with 

Calvinist emphases on the corruption of human nature in the 

Fall. Sterry is unable to reconcile both positions and therefore, 

once again, his thought contains unresolved complexities. 

87 DFW, p. 194. 
88 Ibid. p. 124. 
89 Ibid, p. 142. 
90 Annas, Platonic ethics, p. 58. Annas identifies two ideas of becoming like 
God: The Stoic idea of becoming like God means to identify with one's 
reason, and thus sees virtue as a very traditional, rational activity, and 
something that guides practice as well as theory. However, the 
Jewish/Christian neoplatonist tradition believes in the need to flee from the 
mix of good and evil in the world, to try to emulate the perfectly good God 
who is outside human experience (Annas, Platonic ethics, p. 64). 
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III. Other Views on the Freedom of the Will 

Sterry claims that people on both sides of the freedom of the 

will question are 'highly honoured' by him.91 He strongly 

believes in the need to reconcile the sovereignty of God with 

his goodness.92 One side of the argument aims to 'heighten the 

Grace of God by its freedom and peculiarity' and the other side 

aims to 'enlarge the glory of this Grace by its extent and 

amplitude.'93 Again, one side 'admires and adores the 

absoluteness, the sovereignty of God, the other his goodness. '94 

Sterry claims that some (the Calvinists) fear that two Gods are 

set up-the creator and creature-and thus the harmony and 

glory of God are both damaged. They are strong defenders of 

God's unity lest His power be divided between creature and 

creator ~ (like the Manichees)95 and thus this harmony be 

broken. However others (the 'Arminians') fear the erecting of a 

91 On a more personal level, Sterry is possibly thinking of Benjamin 
Whichcote (Master of Kings 1645-60) and Anthony Tuckney, (Master of 
Emmanuel 1645-60,) and their written dispute (starting 1651) on the issues 
surrounding predestination, · including the role of reason and grace in 
religion. However, sympathetic he appeared to be to Arminianism, 
Whichcote denied being influenced by the Dutch A1minians (see 
Whichcote/Tuckney correspondence, in Aphorisms, London, 1753) and John 
Tulloch Rational Theology in England in the Seventeenth Centwy, vol.2, 
(London, 1874, p. 81 ). 
92 DFW, pref. 
93 Ibid. 
94 Op.cit. p. 150. . 
95 The Manicheans believed the soul to be a particle of light, consubstantial 
with the transcendental God-see Gherardo Gnoli in Encyc/opedia of 
Religion ed. Mircea Eliade, vol 9 (New York 1987) p. 161. 
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God ' made up of two contraries, as Day and Night, Love and 

Wrath ... ' in defence of maintaining the unity and beauty of the 

divine nature.96 

Yet Sterry maintains that without the leadership of good in 

the understanding, the outlook is bleak for free will; he is firm 

in his opposition to 'a created will, absolute and arbitrary, 

determined in its course by no light of Truth, no light or life of 

good ... 'for it, he claims, 'seemeth to lead my Spirit into a 

Wilderness, where there is no way or guide ... ' 97 Indeed he goes 

so far as to say that in such a case the will is deceived by 

'hellish enchantments,' 98 for the free will is afallen state in the 

midst of 'false lights and false appearances,' raised by the 

'Prince of Darkness.'99 Sterry writes that one of the main points 

of disagreement he has with Boehme is the latter's 'exaltation 

of free will after the manner of the Arminians.' 100 Nor is the 

free will more absolute in glory than a predetermined will, as 

the free will also means that one is free to cast oneself away 

from the good and choose ev,il-an objectionable doctrine since 

the truly free will has o~ly good as its object.' 101 For the idea 

that the will is f~ee in 'the chase and pursuit of all good 

unconfined to any particular form of good (and) determined by 

96 DFW p. 150. 
97 Op.cit, pref. 
98 Ibid. 
99 Op.cit. p. 136. 
100 Sterry to Llwyd, MS l 1439D, January 1651, (N.L.W). 
IOI DFW, p. 192. 
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itself alone' 102 is unthinkable. The will is not truly free unless 

guided by reason in the understanding. Thus the free will which 

gives each creature determination of itself-apart from God

and makes divine actions dependent upon human acts is 

roundly condemned by Sterry.' 103 Acting according to rash 

uncertainty and without order, principle or end, as the 

undetermined will would surely do, is, believes Sterry, not 

liberty, but in fact the 'greatest senJitude of a Spirit, bound in 

Chains of Darkness.' 104 There is no place for a so-called liberty 

which 'breaketh the Band of the Divine Unity and Harmony, 

(and) which discontinueth the Links in this Golden Chain by 

uncertain, arbitrary, independent motions and forms arising 

from those motions . . .' 105 Moreover, the effects of this 'liberty' 

would be that the power of God would be 'turned about' in 

giving creatures total determination of themselves, wh"ilst 

wisdom would have 'breaches and gaps' in it, like a chain, and 

the harmony would be broken.1°6 For these reasons, Sterry 

emphasises that there is cert:ainly no room for the 'extravagant 

102 Ibid, p. 8. 
103 Op.cit. p. 150. 
104 Op.cit. p. 136. 
105 Op.cit. p. 95. See Patrides, Cambridge Platonists, p. 118. Patrides claims 
both Sterry and Cudworth (in his sermon before the House of Commons) 
misunderstood this idea of the Golden Chain from Iliad VIII, 19-27. 
106 

Op.cit. p. 150, Origen talks of the Divine Plan of God and the chai~ of 
events where nothing happens accidentally-Book 3, ch.1. 
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liberty' of soul besides the' agreeable liberty' (of harmony and 

unity.)107 

For God 'comprehendeth all Powers in it self, not only in 

their potentiality, but in their several acts.' 108 God as the first 

cause 'is everywhere in the whole Chain of Causes most 

intimately present, and immediately operative in every effect' 

and He is the 'sole force in every cause, the Sole Cause of 

every Effect in particular.' 109 After all, intellectual creatures are 

not so unimportant to God that they are 'left outside his 

contrivance, to mere chance and indeterminateness.' 110 Sterry 

asks: 'Would any wise Workman, who had absolute power 

over his work ... frame a work in which the great end of the 

principle parts and of the whole, should be undetermined?' 111 

For if intellectual spirits were totally free from the divine, it 

would mean that the ultimate ends of intellectual spirits are 

contingent, and merely hang upon the motion of the will with 

'no part in the divine design.' 112 Ralph Cudworth admitted that 

in human actions there i~ 'something of contingent liberty,' 113 

although the ends of such are not contingent. However Thomas 

107 Ibid. p. I l 0. 
108 Ibid. 
109 Op.cit. p. 115. 
110 Op.cit. p. 18. 
111 Op.cit. p. 16. 
11 2 Op.cit. p. 18. 
113 Cudworth, 'A Treatise of Freewill' in Eternal and Immutable Morality, 
p. 157. 
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Jackson's more Arminian version of contingency referred to it 

as being as much of God's making as necessity, 114 for human 

actions contain 'mixed possibility or contingency' he 

claimed. 115 

However, Sterry's main fire is turned on those who support 

the idea of a total freedom of the will independent of the idea of 

good in the understanding-an idea which he claims is 'no 

perfection' 116 and is not supported without ' overturning the 

whole fabric of our Philosophy and Divinity .. .' 117 Ralph 

Cudw01th similarly rails against a will which is merely 'mere 

impetus force and activity which without any thing of light and 

understanding.' 118 Sterry explicitly involves justice and 

goodness to try the case of free will and defend his form of 

predestination.119 He remarks: 'The law of each thing is to act 

according to its nature ... of good, to do good.' 120 The law of 

justice 'is most deeply rooted, and highly radiant in the Divine 

Nature ... . accordingly (God) makes his Rain, his Sun, both 

Coelestial and Supercoeles~ial in their Season, to fall and to 

shine upon the Just a~d the Unjust.' 121 In addition, God 

114 Jackson, Treatise o'jthe Divine Essences, p. 99. 
115 Ibid. p. Il8. 
116 DFW, p. 134. 
117 Ibid. p. 36. 
118 Cudworth, 'A Treatise of Freewill' in Eternal and Immutable Morality, 
ed. Hutton, p. 177. 
119 DFW, p. 148. 
120 Eg, see Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics 1094a 1. 
12 1 DFW, p. 148. 
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himself is only moved by causes from within, not without, and 

he is moved 'from the glorious secret of his own Essence.' 122 

More particularly, Sterry also disagrees with the liberty of 

contradiction · and contrariety, when the will (without any 

change in circumstance) may either act or not act. 123 As the 

will is always united to the understanding, Sterry again firmly 

opposes the idea of such power of the will to do as it pleases. 

Such independent liberty in the will may lead to Manichean 

belief in a radical dualism of two realms of good and evil, 

including the mixture of divine and evil within man, 124 or it 

might favour the 'opinion of some Platonists' of matter co

eternal with the divine spirit 'the Workman', who brought evil 

· f · 125 mto some parts o creation. 

We can see how Sterry, in a manner similar to the other 

· Cambridge Platonists, equates goodness and justice with the 

Divine Nature. Goodness is not a separate quality, and neither 

does the will of God determine to .the good in a voluntaristic 

manner. 126 Here again is .an example of Sterry guarding against 

122 Op.cit. p. 135 Sterry credits this remark to Prideaux at Oxford. Prideaux 
(1578-1650) was Chaplain to the King, 1612 and always remained a royal 
chaplain. He became rector at Exeter College, Oxford, and Bishop of 
Worcester, 1641. 
123 Op.cit. p. 8. 
124 See Encyclopedia of Religion, vol 7 (1987), p. 141. 
125 DFW, p. 16. 
126 See Cudworth : 'A Treatise of Freewill' pub. 1838, in Eternal and 
Immutable Morality, ed. Hutton. Cudworth talks of a 'nature of goodness, 
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extreme Calvinism with its voluntaristic God whilst instead 

espousing a far more moderate Calvinism. 

Sterry believed that many ideas on the will's 'freedom' arise 

from the belief in the liberty of the understanding, which in turn 

invites the will to action. 127 However, since Sterry fervently 

believes in the unity of both will and understanding, the 

independency of any one part from the other is displeasing to 

him, since one cannot act without dependence on the other. 

Again, Cudwo1ih believes something similar, for he 

disapproves of a 'blind indifferent will' determining itself 

fortuitously 'that way as well as the other' rather than 

according to 'light and understanding.' 128 

Yet antinomianism was, as ever, something to be guarded 

against. Sterry was at pains to stress that his view of free will 

did not lead to a reckless abandonment of morals and decorum, 

despite the fact that one is predetermined in seme degree and 

might therefore think that moral law and personal responsibility 

are in some way irrelevant. Instead, to the contrary, 'if the will 

of man be free, undeterminated by the dictates of the 

Understanding, law.s have no more any signification or 

efficacy; for the intent of these, is clearly to work upon the 

and a vision of wisdom antecedent to the will of God, which is the rule and 
measure of it.' 
127 DFW p. 6 
128 Cudworth, 'Treatise of Freewill' in Eternal and Immutable Morality, ed. 
Hutton, p. 177. 
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understanding.' 129 The 'excellency' of every law is to impress 

upon us a sense of good and evil 130 and yet laws would 

themselves be pointless if the will were not determined to the 

good, believes Sterry. For 'what effect hath the sense of Good 

and Evil seated in the Understanding, if the Will be guided by 

an absolute ungoverned arbitrariness, without Order ... without 

respect to the dictates of the Understanding?' 131 Once again, 

Sterry views an immediate 'connexion' between 

understanding' s decree and the motions of the will towards that 

object, 132 for as Cudworth maintained, all will is generally 

acknowledged to be 'determinated in good as its object.' 133 Yet, 

what of the nature of evil in creation? 

IV. The Nature of Evil 

Sterry firmly believes that evil is a form of privatio~134 in 

that it arises from deficiency, not from its own positive being. 

The idea of evil as privation can be seen in Augustine, who 

declared in his Confessions, that wickedness is 'not a substance 

but perversion of the will when it turns aside from you, 0 

129 DFW p. 186. 
130 Genesis 20:6. 
131 DFW, p. 186. 
132 Ibid. p. 188. 
133 Cudwmih, 'Treatise of Free will' in Eternal and Immutable Morality, ed. 
Hutton, p. 188. 
134 Ibid. pref: Privation is a term used by Aristotole in Physics II. Other 
Cambridge Platonists likewise stressed the privative nature of evil. Eg. 
Whichcote (Works, Discourse LXXX, p. 157). 
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God .. .' 135 Sterry in fact continues this theme when he claims 

that, as good is the only object of the will, evil is an accident, 

and only occurs when good is broken off from its subordination 

to the Supreme Good. 136 The seriousness of the Fall, and sin's 

origins, are conveyed by the image of God's drawing in beams 

of light, while in their place, a thick darkness falls over the 

angelical image. 137 

Thus Sterry stresses evil's true identity as the privation of 

the Divine harmony and order. Sin is the 'violation or breach 

of. .. sacred Harmony, by which the soul cut off, and separates 

itself from it .. .' 138 Therefore, it seems that, by sin, and until it 

is bound by Christ's redemptive love, man 'breaks himself off 

from, and so becomes like the Beast, without any sense of, or 

sensible subordination to the Order and Harmony of the 

whole.' 139 Sin is a falling short of the Glory of God (asst: Paul 

claims)140 and an enemy to order. 141 In -a similar way the 

crucifixion of Christ is a real evil:, 'It is a deordination, a 

135 Augustine, Confessions, VII: 16, For Augustine's view on evil and 
rrivation also see V:10 and VII:5. 
36 DFW, p. 20-Evil is not a power, but only a privation, therefore: Neither 

let this trouble any person, that there are evi l powers as well as good ... For 
all power in every state and degree in its own nature, is a participation of the 
Divine Power, and truly good.' 
137 Ibid. p. 117. 
138 Op.cit. p. 157. 
139 Op.cit. p. 159, Sterry persisted with this idea of order and harmony in 
Lord Brooke's Nature of Truth, 1640. 
140 Romans 3:23 
141 DFW, p. 155. 
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disorder. .. the worst of evils, not only a falling short of the 

Glory of God ... not yet a transgression and breach only of the 

Law ... but an enemy to (the Order of God.)' 142 Being an enemy 

to the divine order it therefore follows that evil is an enemy 

also to true freedom; there is nothing 'so inconsistent with 

liberty as evil' being a privation of Being. 143 

Christ was slain by human sin when there occurred a fury 

and tempest of 'darkness, lust and wrath' after the fall. 144 This 

in fact continues to the present day, for whenever the Creature 

'falls and dies by sin, then also is Jesus Christ slain in it and by 

it.' 145 Nothing was made apart from Christ until 'Sin made the 

wound which Jet out the Divine Life of all Beauty, Love and 

Joy, to Jet in Death with its deformity and horrors. 146 In this 

way the possibility of deiformity was destroyed by sin, and can 

only be restored by Christ's grace. Follo_wing the Fall, the 

Devil, with his ministers and creatures, · angels and men, 

became 'the Princes and Lords of this Creation,' 147 as sin, a 

'dark confusion from below, rising up as a poisonous vapour,' 

'over-spread(s) the pure.Light of this heavenly Order.' 148 Sterry 

142 Ibid. p. 155/156. 
143 Op. cit. p. 139. 
144 Op.cit. p. 217 /218. 
145 Op.cit. p. 229 Yet, this leads to a unity with God and the shadowy image 
of sin being dissolved in Christ's grave. 
146 Op.cit. p. 104. 
147 Op.cit. p. 61. 
148 Op. cit. p. 157. 
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rarely mentions a personal Devil, unusually for a Calvinist, and 

so this is one very few occasions when the Devil is depicted. 

Interestingly, it is in the dreadful scene at the height of evil, that 

'all this world riseth up and appears' 149 and if the world rises 

up and appears at the height of evil, then obviously the link 

between evil and creation is clear. At this point we can 

remember Sterry's monism, and the fact that he believes that 

the world only rises up and appears to have a true existence, in 

a way similar to evil, when in fact it exists only through some 

deficiency. This is clearly not an orthodox Christian view if one 

thinks of the creation account in Genesis and the fact that the 

world has its own, positive, good existence. Instead as we have 

seen, Sterry's view of creation owed much to the Jewish 

Kabbalah. Moreover, once again, this view does not fit well 

with Sterry's attitude towards nature, family and politics. 

Sin itself is in the divine design and is part. of the pattern of 

unity and contrariety pervading all , things and God has 

influence over sin, to order .and bound it for the good of the 

whole. 150 This is pmticularly seen in that the sins committed 

against Christ wer~ intended by God ' unto good, to bring to 

pass ... to save ... people alive, to bring as many Sons as possible 

to eternal life and glory. 151 Yet does this mean that sin and 

149 Op.cit. p. 111 . 
150 Ibid. 
151 Op.cit. p. 155. 
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suffering are made purely for God's sake and pleasure? Sterry's 

argument here seems deeply unsatisfactory. It seems as if, 

however indirectly, God is responsible for allowing sin, for the 

sake of the Divine harmony; however, this argument also 

appears to deny the reality of suffering, in a rather 

uncomfortable and unhelpful way. Here Sterry admits that no 

one has ever resolved the question of evil satisfactorily; man of 

the 'greatest wit through all Ages' have not known how to 

fasten links of the Divine Chain in the Work of God, one with 

another. 152 

V. Evil and Harmony 

So Sterry follows many including Aristotle153 and Origen 154 

in claiming that evil has some sort of role within the divine 

hrrrmony: 'Divine Love ... knoweth how to joynt an Hell into 

its work, with such Divine Artifice, incomp~ehensible to Men 

and Angels, that this also shall be beautiful, with delight in its 

place, and shall give a ~weetness, a lustre to the whole 

piece.' 155 Indeed, the beauty of the whole rests upon every 

privation and corruption, which lead to divine unity and 

152 Op.cit. p. 167. 
153 Sterry comments that, for Aristotle, the good of order depends on the 
vilest as well as the most precious things, and in the proportion between 
these. Also see AO Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being,(Cambridge MA, 
1948, p. 64-6). 
154 Origen, On First Principles, Bk.3 eh.II. 
155 DFW pref. 
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perfection. 156 Henry More similarly comments regarding evil 

that 'that which is uglily defective or mis-shapen, it quickens 

the sense of that due Shape and Elegancy we see ordinarily in 

other things.' 157 Sterry poetically comments that a painting of 

Lazarus 'with his rags, his running sores', by Van Dyck158 or 

Titian, 159 becomes a 'rich ornament and rare Jewel for the 

Chamber ... of a Prince.' 160 Such pleasing and appreciative 

commentary of these artists' works demonstrates Sterry's 

cultural familiarity with such works of art and offers even more 

proof of the cultural role that the arts played in the lives of the 

Puritans. 

God's skilful placing of shades is a divine justice, that 

'according to the degrees of the declining light, the shades may 

gradually increase, until they sink into the deepest obscurity, or 

be bounded by a new light springing up out of these shades> 161 

During the events of the Fall, the wisdom of divine. design is 

'more admired and adored in its rich and glorious Depths. All 

expectations of Men and Angels are suspended, most happily 

deceived, and in the end infinitely transcended.' 162 When the 

156 Ibid. p. 153. 
157 Henry More, Divine Dialogues, 1668, (Book 1) p. 245. 
158 Sir Anthony Van Dyck (1599-1641.) Flemish painter who spent much of 
his life in England, living and painting in London. 
159 Tiziano Vecelli (c.1489-1576) Venetian painter. 
160 DFW p. 28. 
161 Ibid. p. 144. 
162 Op.cit. p. 79. 
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universal order of God sets itself in contrariety to the disorderly 

spirit, it leads to the good being withdrawn, and the arising of 

pain, (for example the biblical plagues.) 163 However, for the 

soul, everything is good, because 'variety is made more full, 

being extended to the greatest Contrariety.' 164 As the 

opposition increases, the divine harmony increases in 

contrariety, and so there is a greater distinction between light 

and darkness. Then the shadow of the earthly image is thus 

more easily discovered, which leads to the 'breaking in of sin, 

by blame and shame and sufferings .. .' 165 Finally, the 

creature/shadowy image is humbled and 'returns to the glory of 

the Creator, and finally to the Original Glory.' 166 Therefore, 

God has total influence upon sin 'to order it, to bound it, in all 

its circumstances, to reduce the disorder if it into ... the order 

and·beauty of the whole.' 167 However, significantly, despite its 

role in it, it is important to note that evil is never fully part of 

the Divine harmony, 'save as it is reduced into Order, and the 

Harmony carried on through. the Wrath and Righteousness of 

God, in the Death and Re;urrection of the Lord Jesus.' 168 

During the rec~mciling of sin and love by the Divine 

harmony, the latter is made 'more full and ravishing' and 

163 Exodus 7:14-12:42. 
164 DFW p. 76. 
165 Ibid. p. 161. 
166 Op.cit. p. 161. 
167 Op.cit. p. 154. 
168 Op. cit. p. 79. 
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Divine love is heightened to an ' excess of sweetness, and 

triumphant joys ... ' 169 Sterry remarks that the privation of grace 

has its beginning in the author of grace, designing and 

determining the with-holding of it170 and such privation then 

leads to sin. However, there is evidently a problem with his 

view of the nature of evil. After all, if it has no real being, what 

about one's own sin and the need for redemption? Sterry 

realises that his view of evil could be accused of leaning 

dangerously towards the position of the Ranters, which 

considered sin to be a defect only, and that there was no real 

distinction between good and evil. 171 The Ranters believed that 

living a life of pure libertinism was in God's service, and that 

there was no need for the ordinances of preaching, baptism, 

Holy Communion or Church Fellowship; neither was Scripture 

the Word of God-the only true Scripture was the spirit of God 

working within one-(with the result .that heaven and hell 

existed only in one's own conscience.)172 Not surprisingly, 

Sterry vehemently dist<J,nces himself from such beliefs and he 

169 Op.cit. p. 76. 
170 Op. cit. p. 154. 
171 Op.cit. p. 153. Sterry remarks that the Ranters believe that we see the 
true light only when "we see no more of any distinction between Good and 
Evil, Grace and Corruption, the deformity of Sin, the Beauty of Holiness .. . ' 
172 See Christopher Hill, The Experience of Defeat, (London, 1984), p. 43 . 
Interestingly, other Cambridge Platonists such as Benjamin Whichcote and 
John Smith believed heaven and-most definitely-hell to exist in 
conscience also, although they were vehemently orthodox in belief, (eg. see 
Whichcote, Discourse XXXVIll, Works, p. 195/6). 
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replies to Ranting principles and practices, with 'abhorrency 

and detestation'; such principles are 'far from the Divine Truth, 

from the Mind, Life and Work of God, formed by the Devil. .. 

in the darkest depth of the bottomless pit.' 173 

Evil has no real existence and power, compared to the order 

and glory of God, although in itself it has a kind of reality. 

Augustine says something similar when he claims that 'for you, 

(God), evil does not exist, and not only for you but for the 

whole of your creation as well, because there is nothing outside 

it which could invade it and break down the order which you 

have imposed on it.' 174 To convey the passage of the soul from 

the fall to its Redemption, Sterry once again employs striking 

dream imagery in which he portrays evil as having a lack of 

true existence and the devil's angels as merely 'shadows in a 

dream .. , ' 175 They 'swim and swell' in 'created Riches, 

Honours and Joys' beneath the shining feet of those 'true, 

substantial, immortal Beauties and Sweetnesses' to which they 

can never raise themselves. 176 
.. However, when God wakes (also 

from the dream) the evil spirits are dissolved 'into their own 

nothingness. 177 D.P. Walker maintains that here Sterry means 

that the evil of each creature is dissolved its own nothingness, 

173 DFW, p. 153. 
174 Augustine, Confessions, Bk. VII, eh. 13. 
175 DFW. p. 61. 
176 Op.cit. p. 61. 
177 Op. cit. p. 61. 
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leaving merely their own original, ideal essences. 178 Yet, there 

also occurs a terrifying dream after the Fall-whilst God was 

withdrawn into Himself-a dream experienced by the pre

existent soul. The soul sees itself, 'the whole nature of things, 

visible, invisible, within itself dead, divided, dissolved, all 

broken and scattered into pieces.' 179 In these 'disorderly, 

deformed, distracting' dreams, 'strange Visions' appear of 

dreadful fires, and the Soul's different parts (described by 

Sterry as 'brides and bridegrooms') lying 'dead and divided one 

from the other ... ' 180 The horrors of a disordered life, where the 

unifying presence of God is absent, is thus forcefully portrayed 

by Sterry. However, the soul then sees that within the dream 

was the 'Divine Mystery of wisdome and love', which would 

later result in a 'far more transcendent Glory,' 181 and the 

'sacred light of the Divine Goodness and beauty' would bind 

'those uniform shades 'into harmony with God. 1
~

2 D.P Walker 

considers that Sterry's imagery here is 'satisfactory', because 

as a dream it is 'psycologically. appropriate to a theodicy' and 

can conjure up the intensity of the nightmare feelings, whilst 

178 D.P Walker, The Decline of Hell, p. 117. 
179 Op.cit. p. 123. 
180 Op. cit. p. 33. 
181 Op.cit. p. 34 Sterry comments that all were awakened from the dream by 
the 'joyful sound of a Trumpet from Heaven' to a ' fresh and pleasant 
morning' ofa new day, new Heavens and a new Earth. (Op.cit. p. 33). 
182 Op.cit. p. 145. 
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there is also the relief that the familiar world is the real one and 

that the nightmare was just an illusion. 183 

Certainly Sterry convincingly depicts the terrors of Hell, 

whilst also ultimately claiming their unreality, and therefore the 

reader's gratitude for God's benevolence and grace is also 

encouraged. Once again we can see Sterry's Calvinist stress on 

grace, whilst a novel twist on such Calvinism occurs in his 

Kabbalistic dream imagery and belief in the ultimate 

benevolence of God towards all-leading, as we have seen to 

an espousal of universal salvation. 

Yet, in a sense, the idea of evil simply as mere privation 

could be regarded as rather unsatisfactory. John Wallis' 184 

treatise against Lord Brooke's Nature of Truth attacks Brooke's 

similar idea, by claiming that he considered pain to be a real as 

pleasure; he also claims that Brooke's views underplay the 

reality of misery and danger, and so make humans more 

fi 'd f · · 185 una ra1 o smnmg. Such interesting comments on 

Brooke/Sterry's idea of evU are made even more intriguing 

183 D.P Walker, Decline, p. 117/118. 
184 • John Wallis attended Emmanuel College from 1632-1640 so would have 
known Sterry, who entered only 3 years before him, and left around the 
same time. He was a Parliamentarian, and also a leading scientist, 
contributing to the founding of the Royal Society, (DNB vol. LIX, ed. Lee, 
1899). 
185 John Wallis, Truth Tried or Animadversions on a Treatise published by 
the Rt Hon Lord Brooke entitled The Nature of Truth, its union and unity 
with the Soul. (London 1642), in BL Thomasin Tracts E93 (21 ), p. 86 and 
90. 
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because of Sterry and Brooke's strong Calvinism, and because 

of the fact that elsewhere Sterry depicts evil's shocking 

consequences and hence seeming reality. 186 Yet constantly, as 

we have seen, Sterry's priority is to temper the traditionally 

Calvinist fear of Hell and the God of wrath with an emphasis 

on the unity of all things and hence the ultimate non-reality of 

evil. 

However, Sterry appreciates the difficulty which temptation 

affords in offering hope of the '(false) sweetness' of the present 

action. 187 Pursuing his theory of self-determination he claims 

that God 'toucheth and tryeth ' the understanding, but leaves the 

mind to itself, although unfortunately it is sometimes 'from this 

source issues forth all the Evils of Sin and ... Sufferings.' 188 For, 

without the guidance of reason and goodness in the 

un'derstanding, the mind can be tempted, for evil/sin disguises 

itself as the' most alluring resemblance . of the . heavenly 

image. 189 One can think of Milton 's poetry here, and his 

outwardly attractive Satan of Paradise Lost, whose form 'had 

not yet lost All her Orig.inal brightness.' 190 Thomas Brightman 

also considered that 'allurements' might be so great 'or so 

cunningly proposed by the great Temptor, that, without 

186 RRR, p. 360. 
187 DFW p. 188 Sterry remarks that, like Aristotle, this election or choice is 
intellectual desire or a desire from deliberation. 
188 Op.cit. p. 124. 
189 Op.cit. pref. 
190 John Milton, Paradise Lost (1667), Book I 592. 
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especiall grace we cannot resist their attractions' 191 and Sterry 

continues that, at the moment of temptation, the will might 

embrace a present good despite it being condemned in general 

rule, as evil. 192 We are not caused to sin by something beyond 

our control, and yet without the security of God's grace and 

reason leading the understanding to the Good, a temptation to 

evil occurs. Additionally, the law only serves to exacerbate 

temptation, as it distinguishes between the light of God within 

man, and the darkness of the creature itself. Indeed, with its 

covenant of works, the law constantly presents to man both 

holiness and sin, so that '(the human) may make his 

choice ... 193 Here again we see an example of false 'freedom', 

of a 'free will' , a free will not really free, because it is not 

determined by the understanding to the good. 

VI. Evil and God 

An important point needs addressing, which we have only 

briefly covered thus far, and this is regarding God's role in evil. 

We have considered how Sterry viewed privation as non-being 

and also non-prin~iple in a proper sense, since privation's 

principle is non-entity or non-being. 194 The omniscience of God 

is stressed in that all evil is allowed by the permissive will of 

191 Jackson, Treatise of the Divine Essence, p. 140. 
192 DFW, p. 187. 
193 Ibid. p. 177. 
194 Op.cit. p. 153. 
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God. 195 However Sterry also importantly highlights the fact 

that, as good is the only object of the will, evil is an accident 

and only occurs when good is broken off from its subordination 

to the Supreme Good. 196 This is why Sterry stresses that sin 

has no positive being; 'if it _hath, God, who is the first and 

universal Being, the Fountain of Being, is directly, by himself, 

and not by accident only the Author of Sin .. .' 197 We can 

therefore see why Sterry is so keen to stress evil as privation, 

for if it had a real existence then God would have had to have 

created it-a point which Sterry himself recognises. 198 This 

was totally unacceptable, as it meant that God had the 

potentiality for evil as well as good. 199 Otherwise, he continues 

'we must with Manes set two gods upon two distinct Thrones; 

one of the Light or Good, the other of Darkness or Evil.'200 Or, 

Stetry continues, we should, with heathen philosophers, 

establish two first beings 'equally Uncreated and eternal; One, 

195 Op. cit. p. 23 'There is no p~rmissive will of God, without a positive Act. 
He permitteth nothing, without a positive Act of his Will for that 
permission.' Does such a positive act of God allowing evil, slightly 
contradict the idea of e;il as an accident and privation? 
196 Op.cit. p. 20. 
197 Op. cit. p. 141. 
198 Op.cit. p. 146. 
199 Benjamin Whichcote stressed that such 'freedom' is not true liberty: 'If 
this were libe11y and perfection to do ... evil as well as good, without 
difference or distinction, then let me ask you, where is God's liberty?' 
(Works, Discourse LXXXIV, p. 257). 
200 DFW, p. 141. 
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God the agent, the Other, Matter the Patient. ' 201 Remarkably, 

D.P Walker maintains that Sterry's own view is very close to 

the Manichean God.202 However, although this is an interesting 

point it can be immediately discounted on account of Sterry's 

monism and painstaking attempts to discredit Manicheism: 

both Manicheism and Heathenism can be exploded 'by the 

voice of reason itself. ' 203 

Sterry stresses the breach of harmony and unity created by 

sin, for it is 'the violation of this (divine) glory, not by a 

privation only, but a contradiction and Enmity founded in the 

privation. ' 204 All evil arises from the absence of God205 in the 

same way that temptation to evil occurs when the 

understanding is not guided by God's grace. Darkness is a 

privation or of an absence of light, in the way that a withdrawal 

of suh's beams make defects of natural light _appear and yet 

whilst the sun shines, the lack of light 'discovereth not itself.206 

Sterry Platonically affirms sin as the 'falling short of the Glory 

of God in the darknesses below, being unable to raise its 

Understanding to the Beauty of this Light. ' 207 Indeed, the 

presence of sin mean~ that we cannot see the image of heavenly 

201 Op.cit. p. 141. 
202 D.P Walker, Decline, p. 120. 
203 DFW p. 141. 
204 Op.cit, p. 79. 
205 Op.cit. p. 115. 
206 Op.cit. p. 141. 
207 Op. cit. p. 157. 
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glory. Therefore Sterry considers that Plato rightly expresses 

the soul in its fallen state by the loss of its wings ( of light and 

love)2°8 which is surely another clear reference to the Phaedrus, 

where wings of love are lost, to be regrown only by the 

philosopher who can fully contemplate the image of God, and 

see reality as it truly is.'209 Evil is certainly not a blemish on 

God, for in God's presence are the beauties and joys of light, 

and in His absence are the melancholies of night.210 Neither is 

the light of God ever truly extinguished; it goes on shining in 

the midst of darkness, even though the darkness does not 

comprehend it.21 1 For even though darkness temporarily 

triumphs over the Divine light in the Fall the Divine light 

maintains its glory and is 'unstained in a constant opposition to 

the darkness in the mind of fallen man ... '212 Here Sterry 

proclaims the joyful news that God's light is a light which can 

never be extinguished by any storms'213 for goodness and love 

will eternally triumph. 

208 Op.cit, p. 139. 
209 Plato, Phaedrus, 248c. 
210 DFW, p. 114. 
211 Op.cit. p. 116 ' the darkness comprehendeth it not' -definite echoes of 
John I. 
2 12 Ibid. 
213 Ibid. 
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VII. Sin and Human Nature 

So we have seen how the Divine light is never entirely 

extinguished, although humans are to be afflicted by terrible 

temptations to evil since human understanding has been 

damaged by the fall. Yet such temptation is not to be taken 

lightly. Certainly the existence of the light of God within one 

and one's own proper darkness214 creates a temptation and a 

'state of tryal.'215 Using vivid imagery, Sterry describes the 

tempted will of man as being like a 'Ship in a storm,' for the 

ultimate dictates of the understanding and the appearance of 

good and evil may suddenly and violently vary: 'they may be 

like contrary Winds and Waves, carrying the Ship in several 

moments unto contrary motions. Then, as the last gust of Wind, 

and the last motion of the Waves, so the last dictates, the last 

appearances of good, carry the Will away, whether it be upon a 

Rock, or in a safe course to its Haven.216 

As a Calvinist, Sterry generally retained a rather more 

pessimistic view of human. nature than did the rather more 

Arminian Cambridge Platonists such as Benjamin Whichcote, 

although we have . noted that Sterry avows deification, which 

thus implies a slight contradiction in his views on human 

214 Op. cit. p. 177. 
215 Ibid. 
216 Op.cit. p. 188 Cudwmih's similar image of the soul like a ship in a storm 
is described by Steven Darwall in The British Moralists and the Internal 
Ought 1640-1740, (Cambridge, 1995) p. 143. 
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nature. Yet we shall see that Sterry also believed human reason 

to have been more severely damaged by the Fall, widening the 

breach between nature and grace. Similarly here, as a result of 

the Fall, the will is able to be affected by sin and temptation. 

Sterry comments that 'as (humans) liked not to retain God in 

their knowledge, God is said to give up men to all disorders in 

their Will, for the darkness in their minds.'217 Thereafter, such 

rejection of the divine means that the understanding-as we 

have seen intimately tied to the will-acts 'necessarily, being 

infallibly and irresistibly reduced into act by its Object duly 

presented'218 and the Divine Image vanishes to a 'counterfeit 

Image.'219 Such not-glorifying of God is a 'want of Divine 

Image and its reflection,' because the glorifying of God is an 

act of the understanding, stemming from the true image of God 

in the understanding.220 Instead, the darkness 'terminates the 

eye of the Soul upon the shadowy image, the shadowy Figures 

of the Divine Glory.'221 

217 DFW, p. 115. 
218 Op. cit. p. 142. 
219 Op. cit. p. 112. 
220 Op. cit. p. 111 Sterry points out that Cicero affoms glory to be the echo 
of virtue. Sterry comments that 'the soul's eye, the Understanding, (is) 
obscured, according to the prop01iion, in which the Divine illumination in 
the way of Grace or Nature cease(s).' . 
221 Op. cit. p. 112. A possible reference to the prisoners in the cave, in 
Plato's Republic, who can only see shadowy figures on the wall of the cave, 
and not the true Light. 
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For Calvinism crucially influences Sterry's view of man as 

fundamentally darkness with a natural tendency to nothingness. 

Such a 'tendency to nothing is the proper, the formal cause of 

all Deformities and Disorders, as the springing of the Light in 

the Morning is of all those lovely colours, which then adorn the 

Sky. ' 222 Indeed, the dreadful occurrences of the Fall are all 

because of human frailty and such 'tendency to nothing' is the 

form or cause of all deformities and disorders.223 The Fall 

provides the origin for much pain and suffering and yet all are 

as a result of sinful human nature, rendered even more corrupt 

after the Fall. 

As a result of this tendency to nothing, man has no power to 

maintain the Glory of God, and so God 'with-holds his Beams 

and Influences' and 'the soul sinks into the depths of darkness, 

· in which darkness it springs up the same moment into ·an the 

evils of Sin, Deformity, Death, Wrath, Torment.. .. ' 224 For all 

defects have deficient causes, 225 and sin has no efficient cause, 

but a deficient cause OQly; this deficient cause is hammered 

home by Sterry as the defectibility inseparable from every 

created nature.226 For the soul of man in its understanding and 

will has a tendency to unreasonableness, and also a privation of 

222 Op.cit. p. 114. 
223 Ibid. 
224 Op. cit. p. 117. 
225 Op. cit. p. 114. 
226 Op. cit. p. 141. 
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truth in the understanding and goodness in the will.227 Yet 

again we have here a tension between Sterry's optimistic 

Platonism, espousing reason and self-determinism, and his 

Calvinist pessimism regarding human capabilities and its 

tendency to nothingness and evil. 

However, Calvinism and Platonism blend together in St 

Paul's claim228 that, as result of the Fall, no longer can one see 

heaven through a clear glass but as through a looking glass, 

'beholding one's own face with the shadow on the back of a 

glass, terminating beams and sight upon the glass.'229 Such a 

view clearly, as we shall consider, affects Sterry's views of 

human reason. Augustine uses similar language when he talks 

of heaven as being like 'a confused reflection in a mirror. '230 

Sterry continues that instead of the good, a false image of 

darkness is embraced in the soul as the true light and 

wisdom.231 It is from the darkness of sin .that the .'false shew of 

a counterfeit liberty in the will, Springs up through this 

Darkness'232-a 'countyrfeit libe1ty' which, as we have seen, is 

not determined to the good and thus rejoices in its false 

freedom to c_hoose evil. It seems that Platonic questions of 

image and reality, and the reality this world, are of great 

227 Ibid. 
228 1 Corinthians 13: 12. 
229 DFW, p. 112. 
230 Augustine, Confessions, Bk.VIII eh.I. 
231 DFW p. 112. 
232 Op. cit. p. 112. 
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importance here, and, indeed, it is in this issue of a shadowy 

existence as consequence of the Fall in human nature that 

Calvinism and Platonism are at their closest. Also, there is the 

question of how far one can grasp the transcendent. Human 

capabilities must always fall short of the divine, and so what 

means is there to breach the gap and maintain the divine law in 

minds and hearts?233 It is here that the Cambridge Platonists 

prescribed the candle of the Lord theory-a theory also 

subscribed to by Sterry, albeit with Calvinist reservations 

regarding its brightness. For, still, the candle of the Lord 

remains the spark of divine reason within one, ' lighted by God, 

and lighting us to God.234 

233 It is the candle of the lord, or the 'divine spark' of Christ within one 
which is the means by which the human can gain a faint glimpse of the 
divine, and contrary to Baxter's view of Sterry' s thought on this issue, it is 
the means by which moral good and evil can be adhered to or not, rather 
than be necessitated to obey or disobey, (see Richard Baxter' s critique of 
Sterry' s so-called determinism in Catholick Theologie, III, p. 114). Baxter 
however had little patience with ideas of Christ' s presence in the soul, (ibid, 
p. 112). 
234 Whichcote, Moral and Religious Aphorisms, p. 129. 
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Sterry and the 'Candle of the Lord' 

I. Contemporary Views 

Reason was a subject of endless debate during Sterry's 

lifetime. The rationality of religion was a topic frequently 

discussed, in a time when religion seemed to lurch between two 

extremes. On the one hand was the dry, rational religion of 

external observance and ritual, as exemplified early on by 

Arminian Prelatists such as Archbishop Laud; on the other end 

of the religious spectrum, there exist~d the 'enthusiastic' 

radical Protestant sects, such as the Antinomian · Ranters, to 

whom the movings of the spirit was all, and reason nothing. 

Peter Sterry had little sympathy for either group. He and the 

rest of the Cambridge Platonists denounced irrational 

enthusiasm, 1 an~ yet had little time for dry Laudianism. Sterry 

1 E.g. Peter Sterry denounces a Ranter' s bizarre behaviour in Naked Woman 
(1652)-see Ste,,-y's Answer to the Epistle. He attacks the Ranters at some 
length in The Commings Forth of Christ in the Power of His Death (1650). 
See also: Benjamin Whichcote, Moral and Religious Aphorisms, 1703, p. 52 
and 107; Henry More Antidote against Atheism, (1655) preface, and An 
Explanation of the Divine Mystery of Godliness (1660) p. vi. 
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would therefore have appreciated his Cambridge colleagues' 

adoption of the 'candle of the lord' as it in many senses 

encapsulated the most admirable points of both views. 

· However, as we shall see below, Sterry' s held some 

reservations regarding the brightness of the candle of reason 

and its relationship to spirit, stemming from his Calvinist 

beliefs in the separation of nature and grace. 

II. Nature and Grace 

It is regarding the relationship between nature and grace, 

reason and revelation that we find Sterry most at variance with 

his old teacher and indeed most of the other Cambridge 

Platonists. Benjamin Whichcote maintained that 'Religion does 

not destroy Nature, but is Built upon it; ' 2 religion and grace, 

-were thus to him the perfection and continuation of nature and 

creation. The Calvinist Anthony Tuckney complained to 

Whichcote that he regarded the latter's Platonism as having 

made the 'power of Natwe, in Morals, too much advanced. '3 

Likewise Luther, the thought of whom Sterry compliments in 

2 Whichcote, Moral and Religious Aphorisms, p. 51. . 
3 Anthony Tuckney, in Whichcote/Tuckney correpondence in Moral and 
Religious Aphorisms, p. 38. 
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the warmest terms,4 claims that 'Christ and the Law can by no 

means agree and reign together in the conscience. '5 

Therefore we find that Sterry' s own Calvinism forced him to 

stress, rather more than Whichcote, the degeneracy of 

postlapsarian man, who can only be restored by God's grace, 

and also the great gulf between nature and grace. Nowhere is 

Sterry's Calvinism more evident than in his stress on the 

differences between nature and grace; appearances of God in 

creation are mere 'candle-lights' he says, whilst in the Gospel 

there shines 'one entire Light, God shining forth by His 

Son ... the great Light .. .'6 Human nature has been tarnished by 

the fall so much that Sterry sees a great gulf between the spirit 

of man (reason) and the spirit of God, yet it is incredibly hard 

to convey this difference, in the same way that it is hard to 

convey the difference between salt and sugar, to someone who 

had never tasted anything either sweet or sharp.7 Sterry then 

continues in a vein which Whichcote would strongly disagreed 

with: reason is not just defi~ient but was the cause of humans 

being 'cast out of Paradise'8 from where it 'sinks downward 

4 See England's Deliverance, p. 44. 
5 Luther, ' Commentary upon Galatians' in Puritanism and Liberty, ed. 
A.S.P Woodhouse, (London 1938) p. 221. 
6 Appearance, p. 5. 
7 Spirits p. 24 
8 Teachings p. 26. 

273 



first into a brutish, then a devilish state. '9 Thus some, even 

though strong in reason, will never know God, as the Devil has 

'seel'd them by a Lust; he hath thrust some Straw, some 

Vanity ... thro the Eye of their Understanding' 10-a comment 

greatly at variance with his Platonist teacher in Emmanuel who 

proclaimed the rationality of the spiritual. 11 

So is it accurate that Sterry had 'little sympathy' 12 with the 

'candle of the Lord'? Certainly to a large extent this is true. Yet 

Sterry frequently alludes to the candle of the lord-the 

Cambridge Platonists' favourite term to describe divine reason 

taken from Proverbs 20: 27-described by latitudinarian Simon 

Patrick as the 'deduction from the light of nature ... set up in the 

soul of every man that hath not wilfully extinguished it.' 13 

Although the 'candle of the Lord' as the spark of conscience 

arrd light of nature had been employed as early as 1611, fo a 

sermon by Lancelot Andrewes, it seems that the term had been 

popularised and further developed by Whichcote from the late 

1630s. 14 Tuckney even cofl).mented that Whichcote had over-

9 Ibid. p. 24. Adam and Eve's degeneration, following their presumption of 
evil is another common Puritan theme-see Thomas Adams in The Workes 
of Thomas Adams, 1630, p. 1130-1, 1170. 
10 Appearance, p. 197. 
ll Whichcote, Moral and Religious Aphorisms, p. 136. 
12 Robett A. Greene. 'Whichcote, the candle of the Lord, and Synderesis,' 
JHI 52 (1991) p. 636. . 
13 Simon Patrick, A Brief Account of the new sect of Latitude men, 1662, p. 
10. 
14 Greene, JHI 52 (1991) p. 623/4. 
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used the term, claiming that it was 'so over-frequently quoted, 

(that it) makes nothing to that purpose .. .' 15 It is hard to tell 

when Sterry wrote his own cautious comments on the 'candle 

of the lord' as his works were posthumously published, 

although much of his wording echoes those of the disputants in 

Cambridge. 16 In addition, Sterry employs the term during his 

sermons of The Spirits conviction of Sinne (1645) and The 

Teachings of Christ in the Soule (1648) and, as we remember, 

the term's usage in Robe1t Greville, Lord Brooke's 1641 

work 17 also proves Sterry' s familiarity with the term even 

before its 1652 peak in popularity 18-which is hardly surprising 

considering that Sterry was of one of Whichcote's own pupils. 

In fact it appears that the 'candle of the lord ' was most at the 

forefront of theological discussion in 1652 when Anthony 

· Tuckney attacked Whichcote's views on the term, 1n the 

15 Tuckney, in Whichcote/Tuckney correpondence in Moral and Religious 
Aphorisms, p. 20. The term is also used in ' l695 by John Locke to describe 
natural theology, in his Reasonableness of Christianity, (Bristol 1997) p. 
133. . 
16 For example, most of his remarks on the ' candle of the Lord' are to be 
found in RRR (1683) published after his death from notes taken throughout 
his life. Additionally, he uses the term, in passing, in Appearance (1710) 
again published posthumously from Sterry' s papers worked on throughout 
his career. His other refs, importantly, occur in two sermons preached before 
Parliament- Teachings (1648) and Spirits, (1645). 
17 Robert Greville, Lord Brooke, Discourse, p. 27: 1f one is not determined 
by the candle of the Lord and Right Reason, one is instead determined by 
corrupting factors such as humour, fancy, passion or wilfull will.' . 
18 In this year there appeared Nathaniel Culverwell's Discourse of the Light 
of Nature, discussing the term in detail, which was reprinted four times in 
seventeen years. 
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Commencement sermon at Cambridge. 19 Sterry would almost 

ce1iainly have been aware of the important theological 

disagreement occurring at Cambridge, involving his former 

teacher and a former master of his old college, Emmanuel. He 

would also have been very familiar with Benjamin Whichcote's 

own views on reason as being a natural knowledge yet 

antecedent and fundamental to faith.20 

Some more recent writers have seen Sterry's views on 

reason as far from the other Cambridge Platonists, in that he is 

seen as having slight regard for it.21 It is certainly true that, as a 

result of his Calvinism, Sterry is less fulsome in his praise of 

the 'candle of the lord' and less optimistic about its abilities 

than most of the other Cambridge Platonists, although he still 

accepts and welcomes its existence in the human soul. For 

Sterry was wary about the extent to which mere nature would 

be extolled at the expense of grace: he pithily warned that, 

although the 'candle of reason excel , in light the G low-W mms 

of sense; yet it is but a cqndle, not the sun itself; it makes not 

19 Greene, JHI 52, p. 622. Additionally, just a year before, in 1651,George 
Rust d. (1670, a fellow of Christ's, espouser of apocatastasis, and later Dean 
of Connor in Ireland, to which place he accompanied the Anne Conway and 
her husband), preached on the 'candle of the lord' in Christ's College (see 
Robert A. Greene, JHI 52 1991, 'Whichcote, the candle of the Lord, and 
Synderesis,' p. 626). 
20 Whichcote, Works, Discourse LIV, p. 143. 
21 Eg. Rufus Jones (1914), W.F.Mitchell (1932), Patrides (1970) and N.I 
Matar, (Restoration 13, 1989). 
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day ... ( and it) only shines in the darkness of the night.22 At its 

very best, it is only a 'Twi-light.'23 

So discussion of the role of reason in religion was at the 

forefront of contemporary Puritan debate, and indeed, it was in 

'defining the limits of man's intellect that Puritans both best 

exemplified Reformed theology and differed from English 

contemporaries. ' 24 As Calvin claimed, ultimately the 

'testimony of the spirit is superior to reason;' spiritual 

convictions 'ask not for reasons ... (but) in fine, the conviction 

which revelation from heaven alone can produce.'25 Reason 

alone cannot prove the truth of Scripture. So Sterry's views on 

nature and grace seem to fit in well with the accepted 

contemporary Puritan view that a great chasm existed between 

human and divine reason, between nature and grace. Indeed, 

Puritans 'sought a new equilibrium ... that _would recognise the 

different areas of expertise for reason and faith, .and would 

confine reason to the status of an 'aid' in the achievement.'26 

The early Puritan Richarq Sibbes,27 whose sermons we know 

Sterry very likely attended in Holy Trinity Church, 

22 Spirits p. 10. 
23 Teachings p. 26. 
24 John Morgan, Godly Learning, p. 49. 
25 Calvin, Institutes, transl. Henry Beveridge, (1845, reprint 1953) p. 72/73. 
26 John Morgan, Godly Learning, p. 50. 
27 Richard Sibbes (1577-1635) was Master of St. Katherine Hall, Cambridge 
since 1626 and vicar of Holy Trinity Church Cambridge from 1633. 
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Cambridge,28 similarly maintained that 'heavenly truths must 

have a heavenly light to discern them .. . a carnall eye will never 

see spirituall things. ' 29 

Additionally, such an awareness of the dangerous 

presumption of human reason in pushing aside God's grace, 

can be also seen in the work of Anthony Tuckney,30 who taught 

Benjamin Whichcote: 'Shall we then attempt to be wiser than 

God, and in effect say, that He might have spared ... Christ His 

Death, Seeing there may be a way for such as never knew Him, 

to come to life without Him?' 31 For Tuckney believed that 

elevating human reason to such a height, with no assistance 

required from God, would make His saving grace superfluous, 

and in the end thus also make God Himself superfluous. In a 

continuation of such Calvinist Puritan views, Sterry highlights 

the limitations of reason: 'if your convictions ... be Rationall 

and no more; your groans will be to God .as (an) unpleasing 

cry .. .' 32 For human reason is an 'inferior, imperfect, dependent 

28 We know that Sterry's friend, Samuel Rogers, attended a sermon by ' Dr 
Sibbes' on December 7th, I 634, and since Sterry was a part of this little 
Puritan group to which Rogers also belonged, it is likely that Sterry also 
attended the sermon (Samuel Rogers, Dia1y, MS Percy 7, Q.U.B). 
29 Sibbes, Bruised Reed and Smoaking Flax, p. 101. 
30 Anthony Tuckney, 1599-1670, was master of Emmanuel from 1645, and 
of St John's from 1653. His famous correspondence with Benjamin 
Whichcote regarding the role of reason in religion, occurred from Sept-Dec. 
1651. 
3 1 Anthony Tuckney, None but Christ, or a Sermon upon Acts 4: 12 
(preached St Mary's Cambridge, July 4th 1652) (London 1654) p. 19. 
32 Spirits, p. 16. 
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Principle', 'unsuitable at best' to Divine matters, 'apt to be 

deceived' and, worst of all, is 'now depraved in all men.' 33 

Although the candle still maintains some worth as the image 

of God in nature,34 Sterry views its worth only in the light of 

the spirit: 'Retire yourself into your Chamber, in which the 

candle of the Lord shines; that is, into your Spirit as it hath the 

Spirit of God .. .' 35 Thus here is the point that Sterry really 

stresses: for the candle of the Lord to truly shine, it must be in 

the midst of spirit, for the flame of this 'candle of the lord' has 

become corrupted by the fall and is entirely dependent on 

Christ's spiritual light: 'our senses are becoming senseless; 

while they savour not of Jesus Christ; our Reason is become 

unreasonable, while it doth not shew forth the Head, Jesus 

Christ.'36 

· Thus between reason and spirit there is no proportion, as 

reason is a 'humane light ... a natural! Power/ whereas spiritual 

objects are 'supernatural/' and of 'another rank and kind.'37 

Similarly, Nathaniel Culverwell portrays the wide gap between 

reason and faith: 'could Angels and men have united and 

concentrated all ~heir Reason, yet they would never have been 

able to spy out such profound and mysterious excellencies as 

33 Teachings, p. 26. 
34 RRR, p. 47. 
35 Ibid. p. 96. 
36 Appearance, p. 244, and Spirits p. 24. 
31 Teachings, p. 24. 

279 



faith beholds in one twinkling of her eye. '38 Such sentiments 

would certainly have been gladly welcomed by Calvinists such 

as Tuckney, who declared that salvation can only be by Christ 

'our alone Mediatour' without whom, there would ever remain 

'an infinite distance.'39 Tuckney also maintained, similarly to 

Sterry, that just because the 'candle of the Lord' can help to 

search out a dark corner of a house, does not mean that it can 

also 'in a dark night help ... to see the heavens. '40 

In order to describe the similarity, yet difference, between 

these different lights of knowledge available to us, Sterry uses a 

popular neoplatonist image, as employed also by Ficino.41 The 

image is of the three principles of truth (spirit, reason and 

sense) as circles on the face of the water, one within the other; 

although the lesser are enfolded in the greater, they cannot 

extend -themselves to reach the greater circle 'unlesse ·they 

break and vanish in themselves, that they may become one with 

it. ' 42 In a. similar way, the soul is described as having three 

rings-the divine circle be.ing the most inward, surrounded by 

the 'angelical circle', then the circle of reason. The highest, 

38 Culverwell, Elegant and Learned Discourse, p. 169. 
39 Tuckney, None but Christ, p. 12. 
40 Tuckney, Whichcote/Tuckney correspondence in Whichcote's Aphorisms, 
p. 72. Yet Tuckney drifted apart from the views of Sterry in denouncing 
those of a 'Platonic faith' (Tuckney, None but Christ, p. 12). 
41 Marsilio Ficino, Commentmy on Plato's Symposium, intro/transl. Sears 
Jayne, (Columbia 1944), eh.III, p. 130. 
42 Spirits p. 13. 
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divine part of the soul knows God in a manner 'above all the 

knowledge of Sense, Reason or Understanding' and in a 

manner 'incomprehensible' to them,43 whilst the Angelical part 

contains the understanding. As Sterry remarks, the 'light of 

sense is sweet, the light of reason is yet more pleasanter, but the 

light of the letter of Scripture exceeds them all in sweetness and 

pleasantness. '44 

Such a huge difference between the earthly and spiritual 

makes it hard for humans, in their natural state, to describe 

anything of spirit. Human understanding is at a loss to fully 

depict spiritual notions, because our understandings are merely 

'emihly Vapours and thick Mists,'45 and are views of Christ 

'thro' the thick and colour'd Glass of our own Flesh and 

Understandings, of our Earthly Form and Notions.'46 This is 

because in the world, in a truly Platonic claim,47 there is only 

opinion, as everything is so transient and . fleeting, each 

impression made only by 'flying impressions on our 

Understandings. '48 In additiop, humans alone have no other 

images of things and no appearances of God m their 

understandings, besides those of the world and earthly 

43 Sterry, MS 291 ,'0f Philosophy in General,' p. 211. 
44 Sten-y, MS 283, (undated) p. 96, (E.C.L). 
45 Appearance, p. 409. 
46 Ibid. 
47 E.g. 509d-e, the simile of the divided line, in Plato ' s Republic. 
48 Appearance p. 185. 
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creatures-'this fills their life with all manner of disorder. '49 

Indeed, in a lovely image, the attempt to have clear spiritual 

opinions whilst we are immersed in this world, is like a 'little 

child labouring to empty the sea with a cockle shell. ' 50
' Even 

reason at its height, alongside the varieties of sense, remains a 

'guess of God,' whilst any notions we have in this world of the 

spiritual are only 'as the Twilight, none of them can be clear.' 51 

So it is not surprising that Sterry despairs at human ability to 

attain to the spiritual realm. Even Divine Reason at its height, 

in the manner of the divine, or the supreme power of 

knowing-'as God knows and is known'52-is utterly beyond 

human reason. Such total knowledge will remain hidden until 

the Last Day when Christ returns to earth and all things will 

become clear,53 or as St. Paul comments, when we are face to 

face with God, and our partial knowled~e will be made 

whole.54 Not all things of religion are necessarily deducible by 

human reason, and it is God's will that it is so: 'They ascend no 

higher to these, than the Wings of their Natural Understanding 

49 RRR, p. 141. 
50 Sterry, MS 291, (undated) p. 248, (E.C.L). 
51 Appearance, p. 409. 
52 1 Corinthians 13: 12. 
53 Clouds, p . . 25. 
54 

1 Corinthians 13: 12. It is interesting to note how much Steny 
concentrates on Pauline writings in his work; such a stress is considered 
relevant by Sterry because St. Paul also had to confront a world permeated 
with classical learning, and therefore also topics concerned with reason and 
the mysteries of religion (John Morgan, Godly Learning, p. 50). 
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can carry them.' 55 As Sterry asked, 'Why do we condemne the 

Discoveries of Christ for being above our Reach, beyond our 

Measure and Light, when 'tis His Plot and Will, to come in 

Clouds. ' 56 Divine truths are far deeper than other truths-the 

latter are only the 'surface' of things, whilst Divine truths alone 

reach the depths. 57 He warns: 'Feare, Jest you ... fall short of the 

knowledge of spirituall things, because you seek it by Reason, 

and know not the Spirit of God. '58 In a similar way, Philotheus, 

Henry More's mouthpiece in his Divine Dialogues, excluded 

the exercise of 'dry reason, unassisted by the spirit.'59 Sterry 

continues that even at it height, reason 'was not, could not, be a 

suitable a sure Judge in Spirituall things. '60 Divine things must 

have a divine light to discern them61 because there should 

always be a 'proportion betweene the faculty and the Object' to 

unite them.62 Once again we return to the gulf between nature 

and grace; spiritual things are spiritually discerned and it is 

impossible to reach the things of the spirit by mere reason. 

Reason of course enlightens the world of nature63 and yet it 

should not exceed its own sphere. Things of the material world 

SS RRR, p. 245. 
56 Clouds, p. 49 
57 Spirits, p. 11. 
58 Ibid. p. 26 
59 Henry More, Divine Dialogues, p. 403. 
60Teachings, p . . 24. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Spirits, p. 10. 
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are only a mere appearance of reality and are not reality itself. 

Sterry warns: 'Take heed of managing, or making any 

Judgement upon Spiritual or Divine Things, by any other than a 

Spiritual and Divine Light. ' 64 

III. The Dangers of Human Reason 

Sterry insists that sense, reason and spirit are together the 

three 'standards and judges' of truth.65 However, elevating 

sense and reason to beyond their rightful place as inferior 

helpers to spirit, and stressing the reasonableness of things to 

too great an extent carried with it dangers, claimed Sterry; for 

as he pithily commented, if the truths of revelation can be 

entirely demonstrated by reason, they are then 'no more Divine, 

but humane truths. ' 66 Heavenly things lose their majesty and 

become 'weak and contemptable' when they are demonstr.ated 

by reason only, for, in a delightful image, they are not the 

things in . themselves 'but an apish, mimicall imitation of 

them,' 67 like the 'Mistressy in her Cook-maid's clothes.'68 In 

fact, without Christ, reason is merely a 'Hewer of Wood, a 

Drawer of Water: a servile Drudge to our Senses.'69 Without 

Him, all knowledge 'is but a Shadow, Fancy, Notion ... it wants 

64 Appearance, p . . 352. 
65 Spirits, p. 10. 
66 Ibid. p. 27. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Appearance, p. 244. 
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the Head, the Root, the Substance of all, which is Jesus 

Christ.' 70 Sterry showed some shrewdness here, as within a few 

decades, the impact of deism would indeed prove a major 

challenge to religion, and its stress on the self-sufficiency of 

reason meant that as a result, revelation became irrelevant,7 1 as 

men such as John Toland proclaimed.72 A failure to invoke 

Christ is dangerous, as it is all too easy to regard natural reason 

'not as Pictures, relating to something above them' but instead, 

to embrace them 'for their own sake' and to thus set them up 

instead of Christ.73 Sterry admitted that Biblical interpretation 

carries with it possibilities for varying opinions and disputes, 

yet therefore a 'higher light' from Heaven is needed to 

regenerate reason and guide one.74 However, the Scriptures 

should be still be considered with a rational approach, refusing 

70 Ibid. p. 245. 
71 An overt stress on Reason could even lead to charges of deism, eg. 
bizarrely, even Whichcote's n, ligious rationalism led to charges of 'deistic 
error' (Nathaniel Taylor in A Preservative against Deism 1698.) See JTS 
April 2000 'Should Herbert of Cherbury be regarded as a Deist?' David A. 
Pailin, p. 117 . 
72 John Toland (1670-1722) born Co. Donegal, Ireland. Later became 
influential in deist thought, although he himself was probably more of a 
Socinian. He espoused the superiority of reason over revelation, and 
declared that all the doctrines of the New Testament 'must consequently 
agree with Natural Reason, and our own ordinary ideas', thus effectively 
dismissing revelation, (see Christianity Not Mysterious 1696, Dublin 1997, 
p. 47). 
73 Appearance, p. 246. 
74 Teachings p. 31. 
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to trust anything as Scriptural truth unless it carries with it 

divine inspiration or the 'breathings of God and His Spirit.' 75 

For without Christ's spirit as a guide, sense and reason alone 

can act as dangerous 'blind guides' leading one 'into the 

ditch.' 76 Sterry claims, in an implicit criticism, that the 1645 

Parliament he is addressing contains many 'Princes of Reason, 

in whom the Spirit of Man is at a High Pitch.' 77 The Parliament 

is preoccupied with transient, worldly matters, as the light of 

reason is stirred up in us by those 'outward Images, and 

Shadows, which our senses present to us.'78 To such men of 

reason, the workings of the spirit often appear 'Cloudy (and) 

Airy.' 79 This is because someone who is only rational is in a 

torment as he is only embracing a cloudy image.80 Sterry also 

has harsh words for the Arminians, whom he regards as a 'sect 

of · moralists' who attribute the power of_ the spirit to the 

strength of Rhetoric and Reason, both inward and outward,81 

and is even more contemptuous of Socinians who claim that 

principles of reason are the pjllars of religion.82 

75 Ibid. p. 32. 
16 Spirits p. 12. 
77 Ibid, p. 30 
78 Sterry, MS 291 'Of Philosophy in General,' p. 6, (E.C.L). 
79 Spirits, p. 33. As Sterry adds here, in the same way Socrates is satirized 
by Aristophanes. 
80 Appearance, p. 184. 
81 Spirits, p. 28 
82 Ibid. 
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However, there is good news. Sterry claimed that with a 

correct emphasis upon spirit, humans are able to rise above this 

light of nature into another realm, and attain some knowledge 

of Christ. Unfortunately mere forms are deficient, as they only 

set a picture of Christ before us, without placing ' the Person 

Himself in our Arms83
. For Christ is beyond all depictions of 

Him by either sense or reason; therefore, claims Sterry, we 

should instead tum to Prayer, and wait for the ' opening of a 

New Eye in us84 
.' For our faith can obtain a sight of Him, even 

though it will be 'in part. . . in much obscurity and 

imperfection85
.' The only way of achieving such heights is to 

rely entirely on the grace of God: 'Depart from me all the 

Mistakes of Sense and Reason ... The Lord has open'd mine 

Eyes86
.' Sterry maintains that we should pray to God 'that Hee 

would shed abroade from the face of Christ this Light, which is 

inaccessible by Man, until it selfe some -into Man87
.' Thus 

through the grace of God, in this earthly life, we can attain 

occasional sights of such perfection, which occur when we 

attain 'immediate union' with God; otherwise 'we know him 

not88
• As a resl!lt of this, in Sterry' s own experience ' a man 

83 RRR, p. 57. 
84 Ibid. p. 245. 
85 Sterry to Llwyd, MS l 1439D, Oct. 24, 1653, (N.L.W). 
86 Appearance, p. 13 . 
87 Sterry to Llwyd, MS 11439D, January 1651, (N.L.W). 
88 RRR, p. 54. 
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frequently learns more and better at one Hour's Prayer than in 

the study of many Days89
.' 

The spiritual should rule our religion, whilst reason will be 

constrained to its own sphere, for Sterry declares that, as a 

result of Christ's death and resurrection, 'there is no place now, 

no state, no thing, where you may not see through clearly into 

highest glory. ' 90 Therefore at this glorious point, cries Sterry: 

'Thy faith shall be swallowed up into Vision; Clear, Full 

Immediate Vision, Eye to Eye ... ' 91 The highest part of the soul 

would be what Henry More would describe as the area of 

divine sagacity, and it is with this 'holy sagacity' that one can 

sometimes 'feel and smell out.. .what is right and true.' 92 

IV. The Impottance of Philosophy 

Therefore, it is the soul that understands truth and sees it, 

whilst the body in contrast is only the 'instrument .or organiser 

of the soule. '93 Nevertheless, as a Platonist, Sterry praises 

philosophy for withdrawing one from the life of sense, and into 

a world of divine contemplation. With the philosopher's help, 

89 Appearance, p. 161. 
90 Sterry to son Peter, MS 292, (undated) p. 276, (E.C.L). 
91 RRR, p. 429. 
92 Henry More, Divine Dialogues, (1668) p. 404, and Divine Myste,y of 
Godliness, p. 51. 
93 Sterry, MS 291, (undated) p. 68, (E.C.L). 
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the soul can always live above the body, in the 'knowledge of 

the universal natures of things. ' 94 

Yet, as a Calvinist, Sterry highlights that the philosopher 

should also act in accordance with the spirit. For although 

philosophy 'imitateth the Divine Nature in a manner more 

noble than all other things which we admire in the world,' it 

still remains that philosophy's end is the perfection of our 

reason, and this reason is still an 'inferior image of God, who 

alone is absolutely perfect. ' 95 Yet, as immediate knowledge of 

the Almighty is impossible, it is by degrees, from the inferior 

and corporeal, that we can rise up to God.96 Thus natural 

theology has its part to play in that logic, general science, 

physics/natural philosophy and ethics all elevate the soul to 

something higher,97 and display the unity of the divine 

tliroughout. 98 For it is through such visible things that we· can 

see the invisible things of God.99 Instead of forming 

conceptions of many different, separated things, because they 

94 Ibid. p .. 9. This is in contrast 'to senses of the body which converse only 
with ' particular things in a divided state.' 
95 Sterry, MS 291, (undated) p. 9, (E.C.L). 
96 Ibid. 
97 Ibid, p. 19. The1:e are several steps of philosophy: logic directs our 
reasoning, general science grants knowledge of common principles, natural 
philosophy puts ' inferior images' before the soul to prepare it for higher 
images of truth, and ethics/moral philosophy tames the 'tumultuous' soul to 
a 'beautiful similitude.' Then natural theology is in a position to 
comprehend knowledge of divine things and spiritual substances. 
98 Sterry, MS 291, (undated) p. 9, (E.C.L). Unity is of course a favourite 
theme with SteITy. 
99 As in Romans 1 :20. 
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are divided from one another-for example, the whiteness of a 

pearl or a beautiful face-yet they should be regarded as 'one, 

and the same common and universal whiteness displaying 

itself. .. ' 100 Here Sterry shows his acceptance of a deeply 

Platonic view, as exemplified by Diotima's ascent in Plato's 

Symposium. 101 Thus for Sterry, the knowledge of divine things, 

as seen in the natural sphere, leads to a deep contemplation, and 

perfection of reason and understanding, in a union with 

Christ. 102 For, crucially, with love, reason is one of the two 

guides on the ascent to Christ: 'reason shewes, which way we 

should go (whilst) love sweetens the labour of the way by its 

allurements and Graces. ' 103 

V. Affective Reason 

· Within Plato's thought tensions exist between his 

rationalistic and inspirational tendencies. It is hard for the two 

to exist together; Diotima's mystical· ascent to the One and 

Socrates' drier rationalism . exhibit differing views on reason. 

The existence of two aspects of reason are apparent also in 

Tuckney's bitter ~omplaint of Whichcote that in his theology, 

'Mind and Understanding is all, Heart and Will little spoken 

'
00 Sterry, MS 291, (undated) p. 21 , (E.C.L). This is not only Platonic, but 

also fits in well with Sten-y's favourite theme of the unity of all things. 
101 Plato's Symposium, 21 OB-21 lD. 
102 Sterry, MS 291, (undated) p. 19, (E.C.L). 
103 Sterry, MS 295, Nov. 22nd 1659, p. 10, (E.C.L). 
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of.' 104 Could the same be said of Sterry? Did his thought 

exhibit any tensions regarding the relationship between mind 

and heart, reason and inspiration? Such tensions do not really 

arise much in Sterry's work mainly because, as we have 

already seen, as a strong Calvinist he advised subordinating 

rational to the spiritual. Yet in any case achieving a balance 

between reason and inspiration was proved easier by a greater 

reliance in this respect on the philosophy of Plotinus even more 

than Plato. Plotinus's idea of reason was therefore more 

'spiritual' in a way, and more inspired. As we have noted 

earlier, Sterry united both the understanding and will in a 

mystical, yet rational, experience of the divine, and Ficino 

similarly declares that, in God, 'being, understanding and 

willing are truly identical.' 105 For, as Sterry declares: 'the first 

use of our Reason is not the seeing, but feeling of God.' 106 ·The 

Cambridge Platonist whose thought &terry particularly 

resembles .in this Plotinian affective reason is John Smith who 

also made this same point1
_
07

, and claims that reason is turned 

into sense, once we are raised by the spirit into converse with 

104 Tuckney, in the Whichcoteffuckney correspondence, in Aphorisms, p. 
38. Whichcote strongly rebutted this charge by claiming that for him, mind 
comprehends understanding and will (p. 63). Sterry believes something 
similar, as is shown. 
105 Marsilio Ficino, Platonic Theology, vol I, (transl. Michael B, Allen, 
Harvard 2001,) II, XII, 6, p. 185. 
106 Sterry, MS 295, Nov. 22nd, 1659, p. 36/7, (E.C.L). 
107 John Smith, Select Discourses (1660) p. 137. 
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God: 'We must see with our eyes, and hear with our ears, and 

our hands must handle the word of life108
.' Indeed, God is best 

discerned by an'intellectual touch' of Him 1°
9

• 

Later writers of a deistical/ socinian tendency, such as John 

Toland, stressed the fact that all faith consists of two parts, 

knowledge and assent. 110 Thus, among some quarters by the 

end of the century, the importance of the individual will and 

desire and passional reason had been eclipsed by a dry, 

empirical reasoning based on external proof. Later, unfair 

accusations that Benjamin Whichcote influenced later deism' 11 

were made. Yet his own stress was clearly not merely on 

empirical reasoning for he declared that it is religion which 

'illuminates the mind and the understanding, and give(s) 

conviction and satisfaction to a man's reason, but also renews 

·the heart and affection; and so becomes a transformation· of the 

whole man .. .' 112 Sterry's own, even greater stress on the 

superiority of spirit and his emphasis too on a passional reason, 

employing will, desire aQd heart, was in fact more on the lines 

of the eighteeth-century American Puritan, Jonathan 

108 Ibid. p. 16 and 3. 
109 Ibid. p. 3. 
110 John Toland, Christianity not Mysterious, 1696, (Dublin 1997)p. 82. 
111 See note 71 above. 
112 Whichcote, Whichcote/Tuckney correspondence in Moral and Religious 
Aphorisms, p. 142. 
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Edwards. 113 Edwards, himself strongly influenced by Sterry's 

fellow Cambridge Platonists, Henry More and John Smith, 

claimed that passional factors were a vital part of reason. 

Edwards also claimed that passional factors of reason are 

needed to appreciate the force of the evidence for spirit: 114 

Excellency is perceived by the heart, and truth by reasoning, 

and thus the reasoning faculty must be sanctified and assisted to 

attain the spiritual. 115 Edwards claimed that only the converted 

are able to taste and perceive the splendour of Scripture, whilst 

the unsanctified only get probable convictions of truth. 116 

Certainly Sterry would have agreed with Edwards' belief that 

spirit is needed fully to experience and appreciate the divine, 

and relished the role of passional reason in attaining to the 

Spirit. However, Sterry would have considered the role of 

Edwards' stress on empirical evidences for the divine as ·only 

marginally important, and on a low level of the ascent to the 

divine as he was far less of an empiricist than Edwards. 

Therefore for Sterry, passi9nal reason and spirit become one in 

tasting and experiencing of the divine. 

113 Jonathan Edwards, Presbyterian and Puritan, was instrumental in the 
c.181

h American evangelical ' Great Awakening.' 
114 William J, Wainwright, Reason and the Heart- a prolegomenon to a 
critique of passional reason, (Cornell 1995) p. 49. 
115 Ibid. p. 45. 
11 6 Ibid. p. 15. 
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VI. The Idea of Deiformity 

In espousing the 'deification' of the soul, we have 

considered that Sterry is very much aligned with his Cambridge 

colleagues. Benjamin Whichcote in particular was especially 

fond of this idea and took as his authority, 2 Peter 1 :4 in which 

believers can become 'partakers of the divine nature.' 117 A 

similar view is expressed by Henry More in his Philosophical 

Poems-a work particularly admired by Sterry: 118 Reason 

alone cannot reach the 'full grasp of vast Eternitie ... Only souls 

Deiform intellective Unto that height of happinesse can get.' 119 

This stress on the soul becoming deiform, in order to reach the 

divine, is certainly a common one in Cambridge Platonism, 120 

and is based on the Socratic idea that virtue is knowledge of the 

Good, and such true knowledge thus entails becoming like 

God. Therefore the idea of deiformity contains the idea of 

virtue, and is found particularly in Plotinu.s, 121 Iamblichus, 122 

and also in a wide range of thinkers including Clement of 

117 Whichcote, Disc~urse XL V, Works, p. 338. 
118 Sterry, MS 289, (undated) p. 109-119, (E.C.L). 
119 Henry More, Psychathanasia, in The Complete Poems of Hemy More, 
ed. Rev. Alexander B. Grosa1i, (London, 1878) p. 50. 
120 See also Ralph Cudworth, A Sermon before the Honourable House of 
Commons, p. 33, and John Smith, Select Discourses, p. 148. 
121 For example Plotinus: 'never did the eye see the sun unless it had first 
become sunlike.' I 6 (1) 9, 28. 
122 Iamblichus, The Exhortation to Philosophy, XIV. 
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Alexandria, Gregory of Nyssa, Augustine and Origen. 123 A 

similar idea of deification even appears later in the poetic 

mysticism of the contemporary cleric Thomas Traherne124 who 

declared: 'we Pleas God when we are most like Him.' 125 

Neither is deification irrational: as Sears Jayne claims, 

deification is not mere mystical ecstasy and the losing of 

identity, but the rational changing of personality from that of 

man to that of God. 126 However, perhaps recognising the 

tensions we have earlier found in a Calvinist such as Sterry 

. proclaiming deification, he is particularly careful to highlight 

the role of Christ and divine grace, more than mere human 

attainment, in the process of deiformity. Moreover, continuing 

his idea of affective reason and experiencing the divine, Sterry 

claims that Christ will 'awaken this (Divine) Eye in Man, by 

·setting Himselfe in it. .. 127
' Meister EcJ0art says something 

along the same lines when he claims that God transforms man 

so that man himself 'becomes grace. '. 128 

123 Origen describes the union of the human soul with Christ's divine nature 
in 1.1.6 of his On First Principles. 
124 Thomas Traheme (1637-74) was for many years the Rector ofCredenhill 
in Herefordshire. 
125 See Mursell, English Spirituality, p. 337. 
126 Sears Jayne, commentary, in Ficino, Symposium, p. 141. 
127 Clouds p. 26. 
128 W.R Inge, Christian Mysticism, (New York 1956) p. 157. 
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VII. True Spiritual Reason 

As a Cambridge Platonist, and thus a firm opponent of 

voluntarism, in an age in which the growing importance of 

Cartesian and Hobbesian philosophy was bringing the realist 

position under increasing attack, Sterry maintains that it is a 

'fixed maxime, the Truth of things are Etemall, and the 

Essences of things are eternall, so are these Eternal truths .. .the 

ideas in the Divine nature ... eternal' 129 a belief described by 

Ralph Cudworth as a participation in that 'one, eternal, 

immutable and increated wisdom of God.' 13° For without a 

belief in eternal and immutable values of truth and falsehood, 

one could easily slip into antinomianism. George Rust131 later 

maintained that if there were no real distinction between good 

and evil 'and we can never be assured what is in the mind and 

pleasure of the supreme and absolute will then .. .it is ali one 

what I do, or how I live. 132 

Reason was therefore important and Sterry was not prepared 

to dismiss the candle of tpe Lord entirely. For we have seen 

that in Sterry's thought there is a major role for rationality

centred truth, an? therefore reason is guided by divine truth as 

is the will by goodness. Thus he maintained it as a kind of 

divine spark within one's conscience which, similarly to 

129 Sterry, MS 289, July 1669, p. 117, (E.C.L). 
13° Cudworth, Eternal and Immutable Morality, p. 26. 
13 1 See note 16 above. 
132 George Rust, A Discourse of Truth, (London 1682) p. 181. 
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Meister Eckhart, is a 'divine seed, and from that seed a Divine 

instinct in us, which is the earnest and first fruits of the 

Spirit.' 133 Also like Eckhart, Sterry admits that this divine spark 

is in everyone, although in a Calvinist manner he emphasised 

that it is covered with the 'filth' of lusts and darkness, 134 which 

can only be wiped away by Christ's grace. For, as Calvin 

claims, although this seed is divinely sown in all people, and 

indeed the image of God in man is never entirely absent, 

'scarcely one in a hundred is found who cherishes it in his 

heart.' 135 In this way the idea of the godly elect ties in with the 

idea of a divine spark or seed, for as Meister Eckhart maintains, 

within this divine spark contains the possibility for God to 

'beget His son in me' 136 although the spark itself does not 

bestow grace on the person, but rather grants the potential for 

deification. 137 As Henry More similarly remarks, reason· is a 

'true and faithful Principle in man, (only) when it is perfected 

and pofo;hed by the Holy Spirit.' 1~8 Therefore there is an 

ultimate, total reliance on rhe spiritual, and in a continuance of 

his ideas of deiformity, Sterry believes that faith in Christ 'is 

the Union of our Spirits with the Eternal Spirit, the Supream 

and Universal Principle' and it seems that the only way we can 

133 Appearance, p. 442. 
134 Sterry, MS 293, (undated) p. 168, (E.C.L). 
135 John Calvin, Institutes, p. 46. 
136 As quoted in Inge, Christian Mysticism, p. 162. 
137 Ibid. 
138 Henry More, Conjectura Cabbalistica, preface. 
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come to know such a principle is 'by becoming one with it. ' 139 

The result of such oneness is therefore that Christ becomes the 

'Reason of (the man's) Reason' and thus is ' all (the man's) 

philosophy and study.' 140 Such a Divine Light granted by God 

is as a 'new Faculty, a new Understanding, capable of knowing 

Him, of apprehending and comprehending Him in the Truth, or 

Spirituality of the Divine Nature.' 141 

Sterry insists that only by the grace of God can reason be 

regenerated and only in those 'who have the spirit within them 

loosing their Reason which Satan hath bowed down for so 

many years ... 142
' Yet through reading of Scripture, prayer, and 

resting in God's presence, God's spirit and grace is able to 

restore a spiritual reason within the individual, and take control 

over the will, so that it is directed towards God. Sterry declares 

that first it is necessary that this human reason should· die, so 

that she can 'rise again in the brightnesse of the spirit.' 143 

Similarly, Ficino claims that natural light is weak and dim, 

'sufficient only to jw;lge natural things' , whilst to judge 

everything above the level of nature, humans need a ' higher 

139 Appearance, p. 186. 
140 RRR, p. 41. Compare Karl Barth, ' Faith as knowledge' in Dogmatics in 
Outline, p. 23 : ' The Christian faith is concerned with an illumination of the 
reason.' 
141 Appearance, p. .372. Compare Barth, ' Faith as knowledge' in 
Dogmatics, p. 24, where he describes how the ' Divine Logos .sets up His 
law in the region of man's understanding.' 
142 Way of God, p. 33. 
143 Spirits, p. 13. 
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light. . . purgation of the soul, so that the divine light may glow 

again within them.' 144 It is only at this point that Sterry 

confidently pronounces that 'the Spirit and Reason mutually 

give their testimony each to the other; what is comely in the eye 

of one is so to both' 145 so that 'those who are not Spiritual are 

also unreasonable.' 146 

Yet there is apparent confusion here. To what extent is 

Sterry countenancing the candle of the Lord? For a Calvinist 

who has spent a good deal of energy cautioning about the 

deficiencies-even dangers----of human reliance on the candle, 

is Sterry here becoming inconsistent with his Calvinist beliefs 

on the separation between nature and grace, faith and reason? 

Not entirely. For Sterry there are two universal candles, with 

ultimate, true Right Reason being with the logos also the ' same 

as Spirit, as in Christ.' 147 The second, inferior candle of the 

Lord arises from our senses providing 'lesser lights '. of natural 

reason to guide us, which are ultimately lit from the universal 

candle of the Lord. 148 Sqch a profession seems similar to 

Benjamin Whichcote's, who remarked that God has set up two 

lights: reason-'t~e light of His creation' , and Scripture-'the 

after-revelation', to guide us. However, there is a crucial 

144 Ficino, Commentary on Plato 's Symposium, intro/transl. Sears Jayne, 
(Columbia 1944) ch.V, p. 161. 
145 Way of God, p. 32. 
146 Ibid. 
147 Teachings, p. 25. 
148 Appearance, p. 244. 
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difference here. Whichcote of course talks in far more trusting 

and glowing terms of the candle of the Lord, the light of 

creation, than does Sterry in his sceptical talk of 'lesser lights ' 

of reason. For Sterry too, everything in philosophy and 

theology is centred on the ultimate, true re~son of Christ, as the 

only entirely trustworthy guide, whilst Whichcote places less 

emphasis upon ultimate divine logos and more on the 

impressive abilities of the (lesser) candle of the Lord in the 

human realm. Such differences in emphasis arise from varying 

views regarding human nature and its condition after the Fall, 

and Sterry's Calvinist pessimism regarding post-lapsarian 

human ability. For Sterry believed that the 'lesser lights' of 

reason in creation are greatly inferior to the true reason or logos 

of Christ, and thus have to be cleaned and purified by the grace 

of the Holy Spirit in order to have the ability to rightly-dire.et 

our thoughts and hearts to God. 

We have already considered the great emphasis in Sterry's 

theology upon Christ as Me<;liator149 and once again, Christ's 

importance is emphasised, this time with regard to reason ' s 

identification with t~e Mediator Who, as Logos, is the ultimate 

unifying principle, across all ages and contexts. In another 

stress on the gulf between nature and grace, Sterry pointedly 

distinguishes the 'Heathens' Reason' with the Reason of Christ, 

149 As we have also seen earlier, this is an important theme in the work of 
another Platonist, Anne Conway, (Principles, ed. Coude1t and Corse, p. 36). 
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by claiming that the former merely connects things past with 

things present, whilst the latter unites in Himself all three states 

of things-past, present and future. 150 Thus 'heathen' 

knowledge is useful, but can only reach so far. Although 

Sterry's Platonism means that he is unable to be quite so 

derisory as Tuckney who disregarded 'heathen' thought as 'dim 

and dead,' 151 he is more reserved regarding non-Christians than 

is the lesser Calvinist Whichcote who pointed out that the 

pagan Cicero was a far 'better divine than some who pretend to 

be Christians and yet seem to deny Reason.' 152 However, Sterry 

persisted that, as Logos, Christ encompasses all kinds of 

reason, so that, although greatly subservient, they all point to 

Him. Ultimately, therefore, it can be seen that Sterry's views on 

reason are intended to prove the ultimate human dependency on 

Christ's grace, as a result ofrestoring the light of nature, arid in 

raising the shadowy life of sense to the true spiritual light of 

grace. 153 Yet reason encompasses love, unity and Christ into a 

glorious harmony for, claims Sterry, here alone in Christ 'is the 

true light, the true manifestation and evidence of all things in 

their true forms ... (here alone) is the light of sense and reason 

15° Clouds, p. 40. . 
151 Tuckney, Whichcote/fuckney correspondence, in Aphorisms, p. 93. 
152 Whichcote, Discourse VVII, Works, p. 167. 
153 Sterry, MS 293, (undated) p. 82, (E.C.L). 
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alone ... restored to its first purity and primitive state since the 

G I ,154 ospe. 

154 Ibid, p. 83. 
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10 

Conclusion 

I. Persecuted Dissenter 

The Restoration must have come as a shock to such a 

committed supporter of the godly Cromwellian regime, as 

Sterry believed himself to be, and he found himself 

dramatically out of favour at court as a 'parasite' .1 Meanwhile 

'Preaching tinkers returned to their villages, or like Bunyan 

went to gaol. Levellers, Diggers, Ranters and Fifth Monarchists 

disappeared, leaving hardly a trace ... '2 

The 1662 Act of Uniformity brought more shocks and 

complications, for it decreed that every clergyman was to give 

their unfeigned consent to the set prayers and ceremonies of the 

Book of Common Prayer, to renounce the Puritan 'Solemn 

League and Covenant' and assent to all Thirty-nine mticles of 

the Church of England.3 The result was that nine -hundred and 

sixty clergy in all were removed from their livings, (and even 

1 Baillie, Letters, January 31st, 1661, p. 429. 
2 Hill, World Turned Upside Down, p. 378-9. 
3 Paul Seaward, The Restoration, (Hampshire 1991) p. 49. 
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more were ejected to make way for those clergy expelled at the 

start of the Interregum).4 The position was therefore fairly 

bleak for a Puritan clergyman such as Sterry who refused to 

conform to the Church of England, and it was to get worse with 

the so-called 'Clarendon Code' and the passing of the 

Conventicle and Five Mile Acts, which meant that by 1664 

nonconformist dissenters were not allowed to worship in 

groups of five or more outside the authorised Church of 

England services, nor could dissenting clergy preach within 

five miles of any town, corporation or Parish.5 

Yet why did Sterry not conform to the Church of England? 

After all, his brother Nathaniel did, whom we remember 

working for the Cromwellian regime as Milton's assistant. 

Moreover, the other Cambridge Platonists did, and, in 

· particular, Whichcote became influential as a Latitudinarian 

preacher in his church of St. Lawrence Jewry, London, where 

his later congregation at one time even included John Locke. 

So why did Sterry also not feel able to conform at the 

Restoration to the new regime, as would have been the easiest 

option, but ins_tead become a persecuted dissenter? The answer 

probably lies in a combination of reasons. First, he no doubt 

remembered his devotion to his early patron, Lord Brooke, and 

4 Ibid. p. 57. 
5 Ibid. p. 49; J.B Marsden, The Hist01y of the Later Puritans, (London 1854) 
p. 466. 
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Brooke's professed anti-Laudianism and anti-monarchism no 

doubt lingered in his memory. For Sterry's real personal 

conviction lay in the belief that the only true King was Christ, 

and that the Laudian Established Church had stifled liberty of 

conscience and many legitimate forms of spiritual expression. 

His fear was that the same stifling fate would befall Restoration 

Christianity. Additionally, Sterry had been so closely tied with, 

and such an important part of, the Cromwellian regime, that 

capitulating to the ungodly, Royalist enemy seemed tantamount 

to betrayal. 

For as far as many Puritan saints were concerned, the 

collapse of the Cromwellian godly nation, and end of 

millenarian hopes, contributed to a general 'withdrawal from 

politics' after the Restoration.6 After obtaining a pardon from 

Charles II on 9th November 1660-in itself somewhat of a 

relief surely since Sterry's colleague Hugh Peters . (who had 

taken a more active role in Charles I's execution) was executed 

as a regicide-Sterry took one of the only options open to a 

nonconformist clergyman, and became private chaplain to the 

like-minded Philip Sidney, Viscount Lisle7
, in West Sheen, 

Surrey. Such a secluded role again differed from his Cambridge 

6 Christopher Hill, Antichrist, p. 172. 
7 Philip Sidney, Viscount Lisle (1619-1698), later Earl of Leicester. He was 
a member of Councils of State during the Commonwealth ano sat in 
Cromwell's House of Lords, although he exercised little political influence. 
(DNB, ed. Lee, vol.LII, 1897, p. 225.) Not surprisingly for someone coming 
from the Sidney family, he was also sympathetic to Platonism. 
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colleagues, and it is significant that, in his later years, unlike 

More and Cudworth, Sterry never involved himself with 

contemporary scientific research, promoted by the new Royal 

Society. Why was this so? We have earlier considered that his 

reluctance may have stemmed from a perceived alignment of 

science with materialism. Moreover, perhaps Sterry was too 

spiritual and 'other-worldly' to concern himself with more 

empirical investigation. 

So Sterry aligned himself with those who felt alienated at 

the political situation and were determined to continue 

worshipping in the manner of the godly Puritans. As a key 

dissenting figure at this crucial time, Sterry symbolised the 

rejection of the Established Church by so many like him, and 

was positioned at the stait of a line of Congregationalists, 

Ba·ptists, and other nonconformists, who came to have a major 

influence on English Church life. 

In view of the great persecution of dissenters Sterry realised 

the importance of sustaining them by travelling to preach to 

nonconformist congregations around the country. He even held 

a conventicle him~elf in London, 8 and de Sola Pinto claims that 

he was one of a 'combination' of ministers holding various 

lectures at Hackney in 1668.9 Additionally, he may well have 

been one of the nonconformist clergy assisting both sick and 

8 Thomas Baker, Harleian MSS 7033, Baker vi.84, (B.L). 
9 De Sola Pinto, Peter Steny, p. 59. 
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well in the fearful days of the Great Plague, when many 

conforming clergy fled the cities. The nonconformists resolved 

that 'no obedience to the Laws of any mortal man whosoever 

could justify them for neglecting men's souls and bodies in 

such extremities .. .' 10 It was also during the 1660's that Sterry 

founded a religious community at West Sheen-a community 

somewhat similar to Nicholas Ferrar's community at Little 

Gidding. 11 Moreover, we also remember Sterry's influence on 

Welsh nonconformity, through the person of Morgan Llwyd. 

Yet Sterry still felt that merely preaching far and wide, and 

guiding his little community, was not enough, so that whilst at 

West Sheen, he additionally wrote various writings on 

philosophy to fill the academic gap, in an age when 

nonconformists were forbidden from entering university. 12 

Therefore, we can see that in so many ways, Sterry is a key 

forerunner of the 'nonconformist conscience' in England. 

10 Richard Baxter, Retiquiae Baxterianae, or Mr Richard Baxter's Narrative 
of the Most Memorable Passages of His Life and Times, II, (London 1696), 

P· 2. 
1 N.I Matar, Peter Steny and the 'lovely society' of West Sheen' in Notes 

and Queries, vol. 227, 1982, p. 45. However, Matar claims that the 
inspiration for this society was the work Astrea by Honore D' Urfe, 
describing a small community of Druids in 5th century Gaul, which was 
translated into English by John Davies in 1657-8. 
12 Ibid. p. 46. See MS 291, (E.C.L). 
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II. Sterry's Platonism 

We have seen that Sterry maintained the Platonism so 

evident in his early days at Cambridge right through his life, 

and after the Restoration we obtain another glimpse of this 

ongoing commitment to Platonism. He even advocated the 

Platonic education of children including a regime of learning, 

nature classes and exercise inspired by Pythagoras, Socrates 

and Plato; by such means, he believed, their souls would be 

able to rise from sensory to intellectual things. 13 Moreover his 

library, as recorded in April 1663, contained a large number of 

neoplatonic texts: Ficino, Plotinus, Proclus and Origen feature 

particularly strongly, alongside works by Boehme and Seneca 

and even Shakespeare, 14 although the Bible retained its pre

eminent position with Sterry particularly recommending St 

Paul's first letter to the Corinthians. 15 

III. Subsequent Opinion 

Sadly Sterry's work has only been sporadically appreciated 

since his lifetime; a small selection appeared in the 1785 

Prayers selected fr.am Thomas a Kempis, Everard, Law, and 

(chiefly) Peter Sterry, and in 1831 a sermon was republished in 

13 Sterry, MS 295, Nov. 22nd 1659, p. 10, (E.C.L). 
14 MS 295, April 21st, 1663, p. 385, (E.C.L). Other works include Aquinas' 
Summa, and books by Francis Bacon and Nicholas of Cusa. 
15 Sterry, MS 295, July 1669, p. 357, (E.C.L). 
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Fourteen Sermons16
. However, for the most part his work has 

been ignored, and personality attacked, for his reputation as a 

friend of Cromwell initially brought much sarcasm upon his 

head. We have already noted the disgust at his outburst after 

Cromwell's death when he was regarded as an embarrassing 

remnant of the old regime. The well-known Presbyterian 

clergyman Richard Baxter initially held an exceedingly low 

opinion of Sterry, believing him to be full of 'sterility,' 17 

preaching with a 'superabundance of metaphors and allegories' 

such as 'none or few could understand,' 18 so that-as someone 

claimed-his thought was 'too high for this world, and too low 

for the other.' 19 

However, interestingly, Baxter came to 'heartily repent' of 

his harsh views, and admitted that he had heard that Sterry was 

'art excellent person.'20 He was particularly struck by the 

attractive preface to the Discourse of the Freedom of the Will, 

which he declared a: 'most excellent Persuasive to Universal 

Charity: Love was never more extolled than throughout his 

Book.' 21 Continued Baxter: 'Doubtless his head was 

strong ... his search.ing studies hard and sublime, and I think, his 

16 Ibid. 
17 Baxter, Reliquiae Baxterianae, p. 75. 
18 Richard Baxter, Catholick Theo/ogie, (London 1675) p. 107, 108. 
19 Baxter, Reliquiae Baxterianae, p. 75. 
20 Baxter, Catholick Theo/ogie, p. 107, p. 118. 
21 Ibid. p. 107. 
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heart replenished with holy love to God and great charity, 

moderation, and peacableness towards men .. . '22 

So it seems that many criticisms of Sterry are unfair and that 

he has been unjustly neglected over the centuries. A younger 

friend and contemporary, Jeremiah White, referred to his 

'incomparable and learned pen', and Sterry has been described 

more recently as being 'one of those men into whose writings 

few have looked seriously without carrying away some 

impressions which they would be very sorry to lose. '23 Despite 

W. Fraser Mitchell's rather unfair comment that in Sterry' s 

work whilst 'occasional beauties are striking, it is a fact that 

they are very strictly 'occasional,24
' some of Sterry's prose has 

been held worthy of comparison with Milton25
, and Vivian De 

Sola Pinto, in the only biography ever written on Sterry26 

claimed that he 'deserves the title of poet. as much as any 

English writer who has used prose as his chief medium of 

expression27
.' Perhaps too, if Sterry's views were not more 

influential after his death and into the eighteenth-century, it was 

unfortunately largely because his mystical religion of spirit was 

out of kilter with .the prevailing mood of the time, in which 

22 Ibid. 
23 F.J. Powicke, The Cambridge P/atonists, (London 1926) p. vii. 
24 W. Fraser Mitchell, English Pulpit Orato,y from Andrewes to Tillotson, 
(London 1932) p. 298. 
25 DNB, vol.LIV, ed. Lee, (1898) p. 225. 
26 De Sola Pinto, Peter Steny--Platonist and Puritan, (Cambridge 1934.) 
27 Ibid, p. 67. 
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rationality was 'exalted at the expense of its proper context 

which was the wholeness of life and experience. ' 28 

Yet some attention should also be given to the possible 

influence of Sterry's ideas across the Atlantic. As a 

contemporary of John Harvard in Emmanuel, Sterry's 

Discourse of the Freedom of the Will and Lord Brooke's 

Nature of Truth appear in Harvard College's Library Catalogue 

of 1723.29 However, it is hard to trace precise influences of 

Cambridge neoplatonism amongst the first New England 

Puritans, although there were personal connections too. 30 

Nonetheless, Sterry's own thought may too have subtly reached 

the New World through his personal relationships. We have 

already noted that Sterry provided Morgan Llwyd with 

intellectual guidance and inspiration, and interestingly many of 

Llwyd' s congregations in Merionethsh_ire later became 

Quakers, and facing great persecution, thus emigrated to what 

became Pennsylvania alongside William Penn.31 

28 H. R McAdoo, The ;lpirit of Anglicanism, (London 1965) p. 268. 
29 The Printed Catalogues of the Harvard College Libra,y 1723-1790, ed. 
W.H Bond and Hugh Amory, (Boston 1996) see p. 7-130. Cambridge 
Platonist texts as a whole are well- represented, with works by Henry More, 
John Smith, Nathaniel Culverwell and Ralph Cudwmth. 
3° For example, Whichcote's wife was a widow of the man who, as 1st 
Govenor of the Massachusetts Bay trading company, who helped with the 
costs of Puritan emigration to the New World, (Samuel Eliot Morison, The 
Founding of Harvard College, Cambridge MA 1935, p. 99). 
31 M. Wynn Thomas, Morgan Llwyd, p. 16. 
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Additionally, although Sterry produces no great 

philosophical system, De Sola Pinto stressed his 'interesting 

and highly suggestive synthesis,' looking both backwards and 

forwards to the poets and philosophers of the nineteenth

century. 32 In particular, Sterry's view of the divine filling all 

things of nature both immanently and transcendently is also 

found later in the Platonic panentheism of the poet William 

Wordsworth. A similar exalted view of spiritual reason, and 

mystical view of sense, was expressed a good century 

previously, by a lesser-known prose poet called Peter Sterry. 

Sentences such as Wordsworth's whilst walking by Tintern 

Abbey m 1798 express something of Sterry's own Platonic 

spirit: 

I may have owed another gift ... that serene and blessed 
mood, 

In which the affections gently lead us on, · 
Until, the breath of this corporeal frame ... · 
Almost suspended, we are laid asleep 
In body, and become a living soul: 
While with an eye made quiet by the power 
Of harmony, and the deep power of joy, 
We see into the life of things.33 

32 de Sola Pinto, Peter Steny, p. 89. 
33 William Wordsworth, Selected Poems, ed. H.R Margoliouth, (London 
1959) p. 201. 
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V. Death 

By July 1669 Sterry was complaining of being in a state of 

'very ill health ... ' 34 although it is unclear what exactly was 

wrong with him. Yet at least hope was to be offered within a 

few years to Protestant dissenters in the form of the 1672 

'Declaration of Indulgence', which suspended all laws against 

them and offered licences to hold public worship35
• Moreover, 

despite the gravity of his illness, Sterry was determined to carry 

on preaching and was one of fifteen-hundred ministers who 

eagerly applied for a licence to preach. This was on 101
h May 

1672; however, sadly he was to live for only two more weeks36
, 

and was buried in the Church of Little St Helen's, 

Bishopsgate.37 Yet death itself held few terrors for the man who 

believed so firmly that this was the start of blissful life with 

<.::hrist; for only the 'separation of the soul and body from God' 

was truly 'death indeed .. . ' 38 

YI. Legacy 

We have considered earlier Sterry's early influence in the 

formation of Cambridge Platonism, and yet now we perhaps 

come across part of the reason why such an influence was 

34 Sterry to 'Scipio', MS 295, July 1669, p. 361, (E.C.L). 
35 John Twigg, The University of Cambridge and the English Revolution, 
1625-1688, (Cambridge 1990) p. 200. 
36 Matar, Steny, p. 23. 
37 De Sola Pinto, Peter Steny, p. 60. 
38 Sterry, MS 293, undated, (E.C.L). 
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overlooked. For Cambridge Platonist though he was, Sterry's 

thought ultimately ran into a rather different channel than men 

such as Whichcote and Cudworth, whose influence was evident 

on the later latitudinarians and John Locke. Indeed, he became 

more akin to the type of Puritan characterised and unfairly 

criticised by the latitudinarian Joseph Glanville as one of a 

group which 'fill'd their Discourses with the words of Light, 

Faith, Grace, the Spirit; all talked in set Phrases, phansifully 

and ignorantly about them.' 39 Moreover, Sterry's own thought, 

with its flowery mysticism and militant millenarianism, is far 

less appealing to the modern reader than the more obviously 

'rational' tone of men such as Whichcote or Cudworth. 

Additionally, as Cassirer states, Cambridge Platonism was 

basically 'opposed to Calvinism and Puritanism as the 

· prevailing religious forces of the era' 40 and the Cambridge men 

regarded Luther and Calvin 'and the entire array _of Protestant 

theologians' with a 'stony silence' .41 Not so the Calvinist 

Sterry, (we can remem~er his complimentary remarks about 

Luther for example), and herein lies the problem. 

Sterry, as we have already noted, was a complex man and a 

complex thinker, and consequently there are several unresolved 

39 As quoted in Isabel Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment-a study of the 
language of Religion and ethics in England, 1660-1780, vol. I,(Cambridge 
1991) p. 55. 
4° Cassirer, Platonic Renaissance, p. 65. 
41 C.A Patrides, The Cambridge Platonists, (Cambridge MA 1970) p. 6. 
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tensions in his thought. He espoused unity and yet the gap 

between nature and grace threatened to occasion a breach in his 

unified conception, whilst such monism was also challenged by 

Christian orthodoxy, panentheism, family ties, and his political 

involvement. Neither did Calvinist views of corrupted human 

nature sit easily with the 'candle of the lord, ' which shone 

brightly enough in the understanding to determine the will, 

even though strict determinism might have been more m 

keeping with Calvinism. For, try as he might, the Platonist and 

Calvinist could not agree in all things, and Sterry was unable

and perhaps unwilling-to entirely commit to one, and dismiss 

the other. Even John Calvin foresaw the problems and tensions 

facing a Calvinist Platonist such as Sterry, although for him the 

choice was more clear-cut: 

·Read Plato, Aristotle, or any other of that class: you will i 
admit, feel wonderfully allured, pleased, moved, 
enchanted; but turn from them to the reading of the 
sacred volume and whether you will or not, it will so 
affect you, so pierce your heart ... making it manifest that 
in the sacred volume _there is a truth divine, a something 
which makes it immeasurably superior to all those gifts 
and graces attainable by man.42 

Sterry would have undoubtedly agreed with such a statement, 

and we have seen how he believed in the fundamental 

superiority of Scripture, spirit and grace, to nature and creation; 

42 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, transl. Henry Beveridge, 
(1845) reprint 1953, vol.I, p. 75. 
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yet his dilemma still remained: to stress Platonism more than 

Calvinism would be to diminish the emphasis on both the grace 

and providence of God and the corrupted state of mankind, 

whilst to stress orthodox Calvinism so that Platonism was 

dismissed, would entail the denial of his favoured examples of 

divine unity-universal salvation and the soul's pre-existence. 

Neoplatonism was therefore too attractive to him to entirely 

jettison. For Sterry's ultimate desire was combine both, and to 

'clearly express and conveigh into the Minds of men that which 

I conceive of the nature of God and His work . .. to have 

gathered from all things Humane and Divine: from Poetry, 

Philosophy and Theology, from Nature and Grace, the letter of 

the Scriptures and the Spirit. .. '43 

For in the end, everything is reduced from contrariety into a 

glorious unity; evil is downplayed so that goodness ca·n be 

stressed all the more, and to integrate 'faith and morality, 

beauty and ethics'44 into a powerfully attractive religion. All 

things in heaven and on e~rth are one harmonious whole, and 

yet such unity comes from the top down, so to speak, as only 

Christ's grace fil_ling all things can turn them into one glorious 

spirit. Therefore the human is only capable of seeing something 

of the spiritual realm when infused and transformed by this 

grace-a point helping to explain Sterry's reservations 

43 DFW, p. 221. 
44 Mursell, English Spirituality, p. 333. 
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regarding the 'candle of the lord', since to shine effectively it 

depends entirely-not just partially-on Christ's grace. 

Similarly, Calvinist Sterry's less positive view of human 

nature, compared to someone like Whichcote, aims not to 

celebrate it as a glory to the human, but instead to stress its 

utter dependence on Christ's grace. 

However, despite being for the most part ignored and 

neglected for centuries, the theology and philosophy of Peter 

Sterry powerfully and poetically speaks well beyond his day, 

and on into our own, for never more so than now has Sterry's 

thought seemed so significant in its expression of the powerful 

supremacy of the spiritual. His wariness of too much 

attachment to the transient material, and vision of the right

ordering of grace and nature, the divine origins of that reason 

which is in each one of us, and a living Christianity of 

commitment, morality, beauty and tolerance, are all the more 

relevant in a world in which the secular seems to have 

swallowed up so much . .Yet in Sterry's theology, the pre

eminence of Christ is paramount; without Christ, creation is 

nothing, human reason is ineffective and treacherous, and the 

will is not truly free. Rather, for Sterry, it is the love of God 

rather than His sovereignty that should be proclaimed, and the 

wide gulf between nature and grace, faith and reason can only 

be bridged through the unifying spirit of Christ the mediator. 

Only in the light of Christ's spirit does reason have any true 
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worth, or nature its real, beautiful existence, and yet the great 

tragedy is that there are relatively few who recognise and value 

such a precious gift of grace. 
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