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ABSTRACT 

Matthew H. Young: Fear, Hope, and Love: Apocalyptic Faith and the Origins of Toleration 

(Under the direction of Jeff Spinner-Halev) 

 

This project explores the development, theory, and practice of toleration in a world steeped 

in apocalyptic ideas and imagery. Despite the influence of religious concepts upon modern 

political order, many liberal democratic theorists worry that fundamentalist, other-worldly, or 

apocalyptic religious movements are incapable of supporting or sustaining liberal norms of 

toleration and openness. Meanwhile, the persistence of apocalyptic movements around the globe 

indicates the continued relevance of eschatology to politics. I argue that the relationship between 

apocalyptic eschatology and toleration is more complicated than is commonly assumed.  

I develop close textual readings of the Puritan churchman Roger Williams, the egalitarian 

reformer Gerrard Winstanley, and the novelist, poet and preacher John Bunya, in order to 

illuminate the eschatological roots of early modern toleration and illustrate the promise and peril 

of apocalyptic politics. Drawing on literary, religious, and political sources, I argue that 

eschatological concepts such as divine judgment, eschatological confidence, and millenarian 

expectation underpin a significant and expansive early modern account of toleration. For Williams, 

Winstanley, and Bunyan, a patient yet hopeful eschatology provides the necessary conceptual 

framework to justify and sustain the practice of toleration through difficult times. Rejecting both 

revolutionary chiliasm and political pessimism, these thinkers instead invoke apocalyptic concepts 

in order to defend the absolute liberty of conscience and promote toleration.
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By embracing an apocalyptic framework, Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan present a 

compelling justification for toleration while avoiding the pitfalls common to apocalyptic politics. 

I conclude by reflecting on the relationship between toleration, patience, and hope.  While 

apocalyptic premises may provide the sense of hope necessary to sustain a confident and expansive 

practice of toleration, they also threaten social and political stability if not tempered by patience 

and a distrust of those who promise to inaugurate the eschaton through human activity. By pairing 

patience and hope, however, these seventeenth century defenders of toleration provide powerful 

support for the practice of toleration.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

“Through tolerance, we confront, and in some fashion accept, reality in its most trying form—

that of persons who are strange to us, who dispute cherished beliefs, who imperil order and 

progress, and who, in doing all this, force us back into the finitude we would gladly escape. 

What is the ultimate faith and the ultimate hope underlying our willingness to undergo this 

confrontation?” – Glenn Tinder 

 

I. Toleration and the Apocalypse 

Near the center of the German city of Münster stands a peculiar sight: three well-

preserved, human-sized cages dangling from the Gothic steeple of St. Lambert’s church like so 

many ornaments on a Christmas tree. These cages have hung for close to five hundred years 

since they were first installed to display the corpses of three men who led a radical German 

Anabaptist attempt to establish a repressive theocratic regime in Münster. Over a period of 

eighteen months, the rebellion’s leaders forcibly baptized hundreds of adults, destroyed religious 

artwork and icons within the city’s churches, and communalized all private property in an ill-

fated attempt to bring about the millennium—the promised one-thousand-year reign of Christ 

and his saints on earth. The paroxysmic reshaping of Münster in 1534 was precipitated by 

apocalyptic prophecies. Jan Matthys, a follower of the imprisoned Anabaptist prophet Melchior 

Hoffman, identified the bustling town as the site of the “new Jerusalem,” the crowning jewel and 

capital of Christ’s millennial kingdom. Many of Matthys’ prophecies failed to materialize. The 

Anabaptists’ charismatic leader was eventually killed in a confrontation with besieging forces on 

Easter Sunday 1534, and the city was finally recaptured in June 1535. Matthys’ polygamist 
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successor Jan of Leiden was tortured and executed alongside the remaining leaders of the 

movement. Their mutilated corpses were publicly displayed from the church steeple as a warning 

to those who sought to bring utopian dreams to life through violence.1   

While the Anabaptists’ temporal rule was short-lived, the apocalyptic kingdom of 

Münster cast a long shadow over subsequent centuries of European history, symbolizing for 

many the perils of apocalyptic political movements. Millennial fervor proved to be not only a 

powerful articulating force for social and political mass movements, but one that easily fomented 

violence and threatened the security and stability of the state. The threat of millenarianism was 

sufficiently severe, it was commonly argued, as to justify their exclusion from civil society. 

Strikingly enough, the enduring memorial of Münster’s chiliastic period is not an artifact of the 

Anabaptists’ own violence, but the cages their leaders were hung in as a visceral warning to 

others who might be tempted to embrace apocalyptic politics. The chiliasts of Münster had 

proven so dangerous to the established political order that extreme violence was required to end 

their reign of terror. Indeed, within a century, Puritans and loyalists attempted to justify the 

persecution of Independent and Baptist sects in England by connecting them to Münster’s 

apocalyptic excesses.2 Since the sixteenth century, the apocalyptic kingdom of Münster has 

become a byword for the dangerous instability of apocalyptic politics.3  

 
1 The history of the Münster rebellion is well outlined in Anthony Arthur, The Tailor King: The Rise and Fall of the 

Anabaptist Kingdom of Münster. (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999). See also G. H. Williams, The Radical 

Reformation, 3rd Ed. (State College: Penn State University Press, 1995).  

 
2 See for instance the anonymous pamphlet A Warning for England, especially for London; in the famous History of 

the frantick Anabaptists, their wild Preachings and Practices in Germany (London,1642); Andrew Crome, “The 

Münster Rising, Memories of Violence, and Perceptions of Dissent in Restoration England.” The Historical Journal, 

(2021), 1-23.  

 
3 The most famous argument along these lines comes from Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium: 

Revolutionary Messianism in Medieval and Reformation Europe and Its Bearing on Modern Totalitarian 

Movements. (New York: Harper and Row, 1969); see also John Gray, Black Mass: Apocalyptic Religion and the 
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 As gripping as tales of apocalyptic radicals like the Münster Anabaptists may be, it is all 

too easy to consign apocalyptic religion either to the fringes of society or to a markedly different 

period of world history. Talk about the apocalypse, and you’ll soon conjure up images of either 

chiliastic medieval peasants earnestly awaiting an eschatological transformation of their forsaken 

condition, or of wild-eyed cultists, conspiracists, or doomsday preppers stockpiling weapons and 

provisions in preparation for the collapse of the global supply chain, outbreaks of disease or 

violence, the arrival of alien spacecraft, or some other catastrophe. Apocalyptic movements 

evoke images of paranoia, mass violence, hysteria, or revolutionary action. The enduring 

popularity of apocalyptic media, however, is traceable to the unfamiliar and striking character of 

images of redemption, judgment, vindication, revelation, and disaster. Yet apocalyptic political 

movements deserve closer analysis than the cheap spectacle of summer blockbusters or news 

articles about hermits or doomsday cultists.  

Violent apocalypticism is not confined to the distant past. In 1984, a yoga instructor 

named Shuko Asahara began to recruit alienated young students and scientists to join a cult 

formed around his apocalyptic ideas; a decade later, his Aum Shinrikyō organization carried out 

sarin nerve gas attacks in Matsumoto and Tokyo, killing several dozen and injuring thousands.4 

In a much publicized 1993 incident, federal agents laid siege to a Texas compound belonging to 

the Branch Davidians, an apocalyptic sect belonging to a tradition rooted in the prophecies of the 

 
Death of Utopia (Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2008); V. Reck-Malleczewen, and George von der Lippe, eds., A 

History of the Münster Anabaptists: Inner Emigration and the Third Reich: A Critical Edition of Friedrich Reck-

Malleczewen’s Bockelson: A Tale of Mass Insanity. (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2008).  

 
4 See Robert J. Lifton, Destroying the World to Save It: Aum Shinrikyō, Apocalyptic Violence, and the New Global 

Terrorism (New York: Metropolitan Books, 1999); Christopher Gerteis, “Religious Terrorism and Popular Culture: 

The Uses and Abuses of Aum Shinrikyō,” Journal of Religion and Society 10 (2008); Erica Simons, “Faith, 

Fanaticism, and Fear: Aum Shinrikyō – The Birth and Death of a Terrorist Organization,” Forensic Examiner 15, no 

1, (Spring 2006): 37-45.  
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19th century preacher William Miller. The group, which displayed almost unswerving devotion 

to their charismatic leader David Koresh, was suspected of operating an illegal weapons cartel. 

The confrontation ended in a lethal fire in which 82 of the group’s members were killed, 

including many children.5 More recently, apocalyptic imagery was central to the Islamic State’s 

attempt to establish a fundamentalist caliphate in the Levant. Like many radical apocalyptic 

sects, ISIS eagerly embarked upon a campaign of violence intended to purify the world in 

preparation for a final violent confrontation with the forces of evil that prophets suggested would 

finally inaugurate the eschaton.6 Apocalyptic ideas have been linked to some of the most 

destructive conflicts of recent history. In the mid-nineteenth century, a Hakka Chinese convert to 

Christianity claimed to be the brother of Jesus and attempted to establish a “Heavenly kingdom” 

on earth, precipitating a conflict of epic proportions that would eventually lead to the deaths of 

more than 30 million people.7 Other scholars have tied the horrors of Nazism and the disasters of 

the Soviet Union to apocalyptic expectation run amok.8 

Neither are apocalyptic ideas solely confined to the fringe of society. Apocalyptic 

rhetoric is alive and well in the pews of local churches, in the halls of Congress, and in many 

 
5 M. Barkun, “Millenarian Groups and Law Enforcement Agencies: The Lessons of Waco,” Terrorism and Political 

Violence 6, no 1 (1994): 75-95; K.G.C. Newport, The Branch Davidians of Waco: The History and Beliefs of an 

Apocalyptic Sect (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).  

 
6 William McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse: The History, Strategy, and Doomsday Vision of the Islamic State (New 

York: St. Martin’s Press, 2015); for similar apocalyptic influences in the terrorist acts of Al Qaeda and Hezbollah, 

see James Rinehart, “The Millenarian Ideology of al Qaeda” (Presentation, International Studies Association, San 

Diego, CA., March 2006) and Jeffrey Goldberg, “In the Party of God,” The New Yorker, (July 14 and 21, 2002).  

 
7 See Thomas H. Reilly, The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom: Rebellion and the Blasphemy of Empire, 2nd Ed. (Seattle: 

University of Washington Press, 2011); Jian Youwen, The Taiping Revolutionary Movement. (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1973).  

 
8 See for instance Eric Voegelin, Science, Politics, and Gnosticism (Wilmington: ISI Books, 2004); David Redles, 

Hitler’s Millennial Reich: Apocalyptic Belief and the Search for Salvation. (New York: New York University Press, 

2005); Richard Landes, Heaven on Earth: The Varieties of Millennial Experience (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2011). 
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benign social and political organizations around the world. Even by conservative estimates, the 

world-wide adherents of apocalyptic or millenarian religion number in the hundreds of millions, 

if not billions. Novels such as Tim LaHaye’s Left Behind series or Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger 

Games and movies such as I Am Legend, Mad Max, The Book of Eli, and The Day After 

Tomorrow portray apocalyptic or post-apocalyptic worlds for popular audiences.9 Apocalyptic 

rhetoric is often easily recognizable, as in the unfortunately common assertion that Barack 

Obama was the Antichrist, to fundamentalist preachers on crackly late night radio stations. Yet 

apocalyptic imagery may take on a more subtle—or even secular—character, emerging in 

conversations on topics such as nuclear holocaust, the loss of biodiversity, plagues and 

pandemics, population growth, automation, or dire warnings of rising tides and rising 

inequality.10 No less than in the sixteenth century, we live in apocalyptic times.  

The persistence of apocalyptic ideology presages an enduring challenge to modern open 

societies. The public record of apocalyptic politics is less than stellar, and it is commonly 

assumed that it is or is likely to be incompatible with the practice of toleration. The experience of 

history clearly demonstrates the ease with which apocalyptic ideologies have produced the bitter 

fruits of intolerance and political violence.11 It is no surprise then, that apocalyptic movements 

 
9 For a detailed discussion of apocalyptic tropes in mass media, see John Wallis and Kenneth Newport, eds., The 

End All Around Us: Apocalyptic Texts and Popular Culture. (London: Equinox Press, 2009); also Crawford 

Gribben, Rapture Fiction and the Evangelical Crisis. (Peabody, Mass.: Evangelical Press, 2006).  

 
10 Martha F. Lee has discussed the rule of secular apocalypse in the environmental justice movement in “Violence 

and the Environment: The Case of Earth First,” Terrorism and Political Violence 7, no. 3 (1995). The compendium 

Millennium, Messiahs, and Mayhem: Contemporary Apocalyptic Movements, eds. Thomas Robbins, Susan J. 

Palmer, (Milton Park, Abingdon-on-Thames: Routledge, 1997) also contains a number of essays on secular 

apocalypticism, with chapters by Philip Lamy, Martha F. Lee, John M. Bozeman, and Susan J. Palmer. Examples of 

secular analyses that trade in apocalyptic tropes: Paul Ehrlich, The Population Bomb. (San Francisco: Sierra Club, 

1968); Bill McKibben, The End of Nature (Random House, 1989).  

 
11 An inexhaustive survey of those who view millenarian or apocalyptic politics as potentially threatening or 

incompatible with liberal society includes Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium; Michael Barkun, Disaster 

and the Millennium. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974); M. Barkun, ed. Millennialism and Violence. 

(Milton Park, Abingdon-on-Thames: Routledge, 1996); Jeffrey M. Bale, The Darkest Sides of Politics, II: State 
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and their followers are often seen as fanatical and intolerant zealots who are willing—even 

eager—to bring about their ideal society at sword- or gun-point. How can open societies coexist 

with such fanaticism, given the apparent apocalyptic predilection for stunning acts of violence 

and intolerance? 

I wish to challenge the assumption that apocalyptic politics is necessarily intolerant. 

Despite the volatile dimensions of apocalyptic thought (as evidenced by a historical record of 

violence and intolerance), history also provides plenty of examples that indicate the positive 

possibilities of apocalyptic politics. In fact, many of the past’s most ardent and principled 

defenders of religious toleration were themselves avowed millenarians, apocalyptic ideologues, 

and religious radicals. I profile three such thinkers in detail in this book: the Puritan preacher and 

political leader Roger Williams, the radical egalitarian activist Gerrard Winstanley, and the 

Dissenting pastor, poet, and novelist John Bunyan. Each of these thinkers embraced apocalyptic 

theology, providing distinctly eschatological arguments for religious toleration—suggesting that 

the relationship between apocalyptic political theology and toleration is more complicated and 

nuanced than is commonly assumed. This book is dedicated to exploring the complexity of this 

relationship and to understanding and articulating the ways in which the political theology of the 

apocalypse might support the practice of toleration.  

 

 
Terrorism, “Weapons of Mass Destruction,” Religious Extremism, and Organized Crime. (Milton Park, Abingdon-

on-Thames: Routledge, 2016), esp. chapters 4 and 5; C. Wessinger, ed., Millennialism, Persecution, and Violence: 

Historical Cases. (Syracue: Syracuse University Press, 2000); John Gray, Black Mass: Apocalyptic Religion and the 

Death of Utopia.; Jeffrey Kaplan, ed., Millennial Violence: Past, Present, and Future. (Milton Park, Abingdon-on-

Thames: Routledge, 2002); James F. Rinehart, Apocalyptic Faith and Political Violence: Prophets of Terror. 

(London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2006); J.P. Larsson, Understanding Religious Violence. (Farnham: Ashgate 

Publishing, 2004).  
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II. The Central Argument 

The central claim of this book is that apocalyptic eschatology is not necessarily 

incompatible with toleration, but may instead provide invaluable support for the practice of 

toleration. Yet this claim will be difficult to prove. Apocalyptic experiences offer individuals and 

movements incredible moral and historical certainty, alongside visions of future vindication, 

judgment, or the divine establishment of a perfected society. Not only must we contend with the 

poor historical record of apocalypticism, but the potent certainty and expectation of apocalyptic 

religion appears incompatible with many modern justifications for toleration. However, the 

thinkers profiled in this book carefully temper their apocalyptic hopes with patience, concluding 

that the eschaton may only be brought about by divine initiative. For Roger Williams, Gerrard 

Winstanley, and John Bunyan, this delicate balance between patience and hope offers a 

framework for political action, justifying and embracing toleration as a governing ideal until the 

eschaton. Both features are critically necessary, if apocalyptic eschatology is to be successfully 

bent towards toleration. Without the demands of patience, eschatological hopes easily lead to 

apocalyptic frenzy; conversely, and patient commitment to toleration without hope leads to 

despair or disillusionment. For Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan, eschatology lends a narrative 

coherence to a world wracked by disagreement, explaining the persistence of persecution and 

justifying and sustaining the practice of toleration “so long as till the … end of the world.”12 

This conclusion, if true, has significant implications for the study of apocalyptic politics. 

First, it implies that many past analyses of political apocalypticism have been woefully 

underspecified. Instead of broadly condemning apocalyptic politics, a finer-grained analysis of 

 
12 Williams, The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution for Cause of Conscience (1644) (Hereafter Bloudy Tenent) in The 

Complete Writings of Roger Williams, Vol. 3 (New York: Russell and Russell, 1963), 100.  
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apocalyptic theology and its political embodiments is necessary. I present a new account of 

political apocalypticism, focusing on the revelatory aspects of apocalyptic experience. These 

features are responsible for the psychological, emotional, and political salience of apocalyptic 

experience. I then distinguish between various forms of apocalypticism, showing that the most 

relevant feature of apocalyptic politics is not whether or not there will be a millennium, whether 

the eschaton is distant or imminent, or even whether the “last things” are predominately spiritual 

or material in nature. Instead, the central ethical and political question of eschatology regards the 

role that believers are to play in bringing about the eschaton, and what they are asked to do in the 

interim. Eschatology is uniquely suited to motivate radical social and political change, and as a 

result, apocalyptic movements may often err in their enthusiasm, bringing hell rather than heaven 

to earth—as in the looming examples of Münster, ISIS, and so many others. As Jürgen 

Moltmann writes of the millennium, “no hope has caused so much unhappiness.”13 However, a 

more sanguine view of apocalyptic politics is possible. Hope need not always bring unhappiness, 

and millenarian confidence does not always give rise to theocratic abuses. The apocalyptic 

theology of Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan provides the hope and certainty necessary to 

practice toleration under difficult circumstances while restraining the worst impulses of 

apocalypticism. 

I argue that the relationship between patience and hope within this apocalyptic approach 

to toleration carries significant lessons for the contemporary practice of toleration. Though 

toleration is incredibly valuable, it remains difficult to justify along principled terms and 

oftentimes burdensome to practice. The practice of toleration requires us to suspend, either for a 

time or indefinitely, the logical and natural conclusions of our moral judgments, allowing things 

 
13 Jürgen Moltmann, The Coming of God: Christian Eschatology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 146.  
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that we believe to be wrongheaded or even evil to persist and perhaps even flourish free from 

interference or coercion. Such inaction in the face of apparent wrongdoing is difficult to justify 

on principled grounds. And even if we are convinced of the good of toleration, it is a difficult 

task to embrace fully. 

Moreover, toleration begs another question—why should we offer such advantages to our 

enemies? Nowhere is this tension as obvious as when establishing the limits of toleration. Should 

a society committed to the principle of tolerance extend toleration even to those groups who do 

not share a reciprocal commitment to toleration? I cannot offer a perfect solution to this 

conundrum. I do, however, argue that eschatological hope can provide adequate reasons to 

practice toleration even towards those who are intransigent in their error. Yet this extends 

beyond the dichotomy between the tolerant and intolerant, even applying to the normal 

disagreements that toleration addresses. The sense of historical certainty offered by apocalyptic 

eschatology offers a guarantee both that wrongdoing will not escape punishment, and that 

toleration will not be extinguished. The expectation of a final triumph or vindication may thus 

restrain our moral certainty, justifying toleration and non-interference. There is less demand or 

urgency to punish those who disagree, if it is certain that darkness will not overcome the light 

while truth and justice will eventually be vindicated. I conclude that hope is a valuable—and 

perhaps indispensable—feature of any confident and expansive practice of toleration. Without 

hope or a sense of historical certainty, toleration rests on shakier grounds, subject to restriction 

and limitation. I cannot say whether such historical certainty or hope is warranted—who can?—

but the relationship between hope and toleration may yet explain and address the ordinary 

tensions and challenges of toleration. Unalloyed apocalyptic hopes, however, are too easily 

repurposed in order to justify wrongdoing, violence, and gross inhumanity in the service of 
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bringing the Kingdom of God to hand. For apocalyptic hopes to produce toleration, they must be 

restrained and moderated by an equally strong commitment to patience. Without the demands of 

patience, eschatological hopes easily lead to apocalyptic frenzy; conversely, patience without 

hope seems unlikely to motivate anything more than pessimistic withdrawal from political life. 

Together, they are capable of supporting and sustaining the practice of toleration through 

difficult times. 

 

III. Method 

I approach this study primarily through the history of political thought. First and 

foremost, I evaluate the role that apocalyptic political theology played in the emergence of the 

doctrines of religious toleration, disestablishment of religion, and liberty of conscience in the 

early modern Anglophone world. As such, this is a work of close historical and textual analysis. I 

adopt a broadly contextualist approach to early modern political history.14 I am deeply concerned 

with understanding the context from which ideas arise. It is impossible to fully grasp the content 

of an idea from the text alone, without understanding the political and social contexts that shape 

it. Roger Williams’ description of the “wilderness condition” of the church gains new depth 

when we understand Williams’ own experience as an exile into the wilderness of New England. 

Likewise, Gerrard Winstanley’s confident proclamation of an imminent spiritual transformation 

of society that would end all resistant to Christ must be read with the knowledge that his own 

 
14 See Quentin Skinner, “Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas,” History and Theory 8, no. 1. (1969); 

Mark Bevir, “The Contextual Approach” in The Oxford Handbook of the History of Political Philosophy, ed. George 

Klosko. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011); Petri Koikkalainen, “The Politics of Contextualism: Normativity 

and the New Historians of Political Thought.” Journal of the Philosophy of History, 9, no. 3.. November 2015: 347-

371; D. Charette and Max Skjönsberg, “State of the Field: The History of Political Thought,” History 105, no. 366 

(2020).  
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political movement was faced with fierce opposition and wracked with despair. Even the 

headiest theories and most elusive literary gestures are contributions to ongoing political disputes 

and problems. It is not irrelevant that Bunyan spent his formative years as a poet, novelist, and 

theologian imprisoned during the interregnum under a law that forbade unlicensed preaching. To 

ignore these contextual clues is to lose sight of a critical dimension of the history of political 

thought. Further, by ignoring the relationship between ideas and the politics of their time, we 

perhaps lose the ability to relate ideas to the politics of our own time.  

The contextualist approach has determined my decision to focus on Anglophone political 

theology in the seventeenth century. Beginning in earnest with the apocalyptic framing of the 

Geneva Bible, John Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, and the influence of the Marian Exiles, early 

modern Britain saw a renewed interest in millenarian and apocalyptic theology. While history 

has always had its apocalyptic prophets and chiliasts, millenarianism became respectable in the 

seventeenth century, permeating public discourse, literature, and theological debate.15 Yet from 

these apocalyptic ashes arose new and compelling arguments for toleration, religious liberty, and 

the separation of church and state. While it may be tempting to see these arguments for toleration 

as a rejection of religious disputes, many of the most ardent and original defenders of toleration 

embraced millenarian and apocalyptic beliefs. The success with which thinkers such as Williams, 

Winstanley, and Bunyan resist the totalizing politics of their contemporaries and harness 

eschatology for tolerationists ends offers new insights into the practice of toleration amid the 

apocalyptic politics of today.  

 
15 For helpful summary of the apocalyptic turn in British politics, see Crawford Gribben, The Puritan Millennium: 

Literature and Theology, 1550-1682, 2nd Ed. (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2008) and Christopher Hill, Antichrist in 

Seventeenth-Century England, Revised Ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).  
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 My method is also textual. While historical analysis may aid our understanding of a text, 

arguments and ideas cannot be entirely reduced to their context, nor can they be understood 

entirely as the products of a specific time. I aim to understand thinkers holistically as they 

understood themselves, as they were understood by their contemporaries, and as we may 

understand them today. This requires a scrupulous refusal to impose anachronistic structures on 

historical texts. Close and careful reading further requires careful attention to genre, literary 

technique, hermeneutic methods, and political context. One should not read Williams’ Bloudy 

Tenent of Persecution in exactly the same way as Winstanley’s The True Levellers Standard 

Advanced or Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress. The first is a polemical letter written by a 

political leader in response to public criticism (and a commentary on several earlier works of 

political thought); the second is the manifesto of a radical political party; the last is an allegorical 

novel written from a Bedford prison cell. Each, however, is rich with meaning for the practice of 

toleration.  

 

IV. Plan 

This book proceeds in five parts. In Chapter II, I outline the main contours of political 

apocalypticism and the practice of toleration in order to explore the potential incongruities 

between the two. I conceive of apocalyptic ideology as intrinsically rooted in revelatory 

experiences that offer intense moral and historical certainty to the recipients of divine revelation. 

This pervading sense of certainty undermines many traditional arguments for toleration, 

suggesting that there is good reason to think that apocalyptic political theology is an 

uncomfortable fit within tolerant society. And yet at the same time, toleration itself faces 

difficulties. I argue that any successful account of toleration must demonstrate why it should be 
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thought good or praiseworthy to tolerate what which we judge to be evil or in grave error, as well 

as provide reasons to continue practicing toleration in difficult times. 

Through the remainder of the book, I aim to chart an account of apocalyptic political 

theology capable of justifying and sustaining the practice of toleration in light of the challenges 

discussed in Chapter 2. In Chapter 3, I consider the role of millenarian political theology in 

Roger Williams’ distinctive defense of toleration in the colony of Rhode Island and Providence 

Plantations. Though Williams is a central figure in studies of early modern theories of toleration, 

few scholars have adequately considered the role that millenarian theology plays in his political 

thought. I trace Williams’ “eschatological millenarianism” to the works of early seventeenth 

century General Baptist authors Thomas Helwys and John Murton, offering a new genealogy of 

William’s theory of toleration. Responding to the millenarian abuses of his contemporaries, 

Williams offered a distinctly apocalyptic mandate for toleration. Though Christians found 

themselves scattered in the “wilderness” of the world, Williams argued that they must exercise 

patience towards unbelievers, leaving them to live in the world “until the harvest.” For Williams, 

the promised millennial reign of Christ provided a source of eschatological hope that eased the 

burdens of toleration in the face of rancorous disagreement, sustaining toleration through 

difficult times. While Williams embraces eschatological hope as grounds for toleration, he 

rebukes the enthusiastic excesses of radical religions that renounce patience in their eagerness to 

bring lasting political, social, or spiritual change to the world. By carefully tempering 

eschatological hope with patience, Williams walks a fine line between radicalism and despair, 

creating temporal and theoretical space for the practice of toleration and deftly redirecting 

apocalyptic expectations in order to support toleration.  
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In Chapter 4, I investigate the egalitarian apocalypticism of Gerrard Winstanley, founder 

and leader of a primitive agrarian communist movement known as the “Diggers,”. Winstanley 

makes a sweeping argument for religious liberty alongside a broader critique of inequality and 

tyrannical power. For Winstanley, the established church’s attempt to enforce religious 

conformity subverted the fundamental equality of human beings, eventually causing severe 

damage to the human capacity to exercise reason and to follow the dictates of conscience. As a 

result, human societies are torn by deep and incommensurable disagreements. Given the 

condition of humanity, Winstanley endorses the liberty of conscience as a critical means of 

securing peace and harmony within society. However, this practice of toleration is not without 

end: Winstanley eagerly anticipates the return of Christ, which, he argues, will cause a radical 

transformation and restoration of human rational faculties. This expected transformation offers 

both reasons to tolerate in the present, and the promise of an eventual end to disagreement. In 

that day, Winstanley predicts, the human conscience will be freed to naturally worship its 

creator, free of coercion or confusion.  

In Chapter 5, I present a close reading of several works by the social critic, poet, and 

Dissenting preacher John Bunyan. Most famous as the author of the allegorical fiction The 

Pilgrim’s Progress, Bunyan’s works often touch on the rightful relationship between state 

power, conscience, and liberty. Bunyan articulates a unique theory of toleration couched within 

vivid descriptions of the divine wrath awaiting unbelievers. While scenes of hellfire and 

damnation may seem an unlikely source of tolerationist instincts, for Bunyan the certainty of 

divine retribution relieves believers of the impulse to punish those with whom they have 

intractable differences. For Bunyan, divine wrath severs moral judgment from civil punishment, 

creating temporal and political space for the practice of toleration and allowing an agonistic but 
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tolerationist public discourse to flourish. The certainty of divine wrath posits a clear resolution to 

the agonies of disagreement, offering confidence in the practice of toleration.  

In the sixth and final chapter, I show how these cases demonstrate the potential of 

apocalyptic political theology to justify, support, and sustain norms of toleration by offering 

hope in the future establishment of justice, assurance that wrongs will one day be punished, and 

confidence that the work of toleration is not in vain. The apocalyptic political theology of 

Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan underpins a confident and expansive commitment to 

toleration, while avoiding the pitfalls of pessimistic withdrawal, fanaticism, and fatalistic 

resignation. An appropriately bounded apocalyptic frame characterized by patience and hope 

offers invaluable support for the practice of toleration in apocalyptic times.  
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CHAPTER 2: TOLERATION AND THE POLITICS OF THE APOCALYPSE 

I. Introduction 

The aim of this book is to illustrate the possibilities of a principled, yet apocalyptic, 

commitment to toleration. There is adequate reason to be skeptical of this conclusion: 

apocalyptic political theologies have, beyond doubt, contributed to many grave and disastrous 

moments in the politics of the last century. Yet there are theoretical, as well as practical or 

historical, reasons to think that apocalyptic religion will be incompatible with toleration. In this 

chapter, I aim to give body to the reasons why we may be skeptical regarding the possibility of 

an apocalyptic commitment to toleration, while mapping the conceptual landscape surrounding 

apocalyptic movements, toleration, and the relationship between the two.  

The plan for this chapter is as follows. In Section II, I chart the main features of 

apocalyptic ideology, which I describe as centered around revelatory experience. This revelatory 

conception of apocalypticism encompasses most theistic apocalyptic movements while retaining 

the possibility of capturing secular or material ideologies that are structurally similar, or whose 

adherents may behave in similar ways. By focusing on the role of revelation in apocalyptic 

ideology, I highlight those dimensions of apocalyptic behavior most relevant to the practice of 

toleration while distinguishing apocalypticism from related concepts. In Section III, I sketch a 

conceptual and practical definition of toleration. Though toleration is an immensely useful norm 

that allows societies to navigate difference, disagreement, and diversity with peace, it evades 

easy definition and justification. I outline a basic conception of toleration as a limited and 
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principled refusal to punish or proscribe actions, beliefs, or practices that we judge to be morally 

wrong. This definition of toleration provokes a simple, yet challenging, question: namely, why it 

should be thought good to display a permissive attitude towards behaviors or practices that we 

believe to be morally wrong, and why we should continue to tolerate those practices when they 

threaten to grow or flourish. All convincing principled accounts of toleration must answer these 

puzzles and thus justify the practice of toleration as a moral good. In Section IV, I recount 

several common justifications for toleration that attempt to answer these problems. In the 

concluding section I discuss the problem and promise of apocalyptic toleration. Apocalypticism 

characterized by moral and historical certainty and the expectation of eschatological vindication, 

seems incompatible with, or unlikely to accept, common theoretical justifications for toleration. 

This theoretical tension, combined with historical evidence, would seem to confirm the suspicion 

that apocalypticism remains a serious threat to toleration. However, history reveals an 

unexpected reality: many of the most ardent early modern defenders of toleration were also 

avowed apocalyptic thinkers who offered uniquely eschatological arguments for toleration. Were 

such thinkers incoherent or insincere? Or, is there more to apocalyptic toleration than meets the 

eye? This remainder of this book is dedicated to this puzzle. 

 

II. Revelation and the Apocalypse 

The defining feature of apocalypticism is revelation. Apocalyptic worldviews center 

around an apokálypsis or the uncovering or unveiling of hidden realities. Apocalyptic 

movements lay claim to proprietary revelations that explicate the structure of moral and temporal 
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reality.16 The world as it seems is laid bare, and the believer comes to understand the world as it 

really is—as the apocalyptic revelation uncovers “things hidden since the foundation of the 

world.”17 As Stephen O’Leary writes, apocalypse “reveals or makes manifest a vision of ultimate 

destiny, rendering immediate to human audiences the ultimate End of the cosmos.”18 Though 

revelation is the organizing principle of apocalypticism, this apokálypsis may be subdivided into 

three distinct moments or modes of revelatory experience.  

First, one receives a private revelation of the true nature and identity of good and evil. 

Though the world may be morally or spiritually confused, the recipient of such revelation is 

given unique insight into the true nature of good and evil. This insight produces distinct moral 

certainty of judgment, even if one’s beliefs are significantly at odds with the rest of the world. 

This feature is responsible for conspiracist undertones within many apocalyptic movements.19 

Second, apocalyptic visions reveal the meaning and direction of history. In so doing, the 

apocalyptic worldview places human beings within a plan of history that has become intelligible 

by revelation, giving form to the formless.20 In the words of Stanley Hauerwas, eschatology 

 
16 John Collins, ed., Semeia 14: Apocalypse: The Morphology of a Genre. (Missoula, MT: Scholar’s Press, 1979); 

Christopher Rowland, The Open Heaven: A Study of Apocalyptic in Judaism and Early Christianity. (New York: 

Crossroad, 1982). 

 
17 Matthew 13:35. English Standard Version Bible (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 2001). 

 
18 Stephen O’Leary, Arguing the Apocalypse (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 5-6. O’Leary goes on to 

argue that while eschatology concerns the last things (traditionally understood as Death, Heaven, Hell, and 

Judgment), apocalyptic eschatology “argues for the imminence of this [Final] Judgment.” Similar implications 

abound throughout the literature; Richard Landes notes the revelatory nature of apocalypticism, but then 

immediately connects it to a sense of imminence (Landes, Heaven on Earth, 4; 18). I see no reason why imminence 

should be assumed to be a part of apocalyptic eschatology; it is enough that the shape of the Last Things 

(eschatology) is revealed (by apocalypse) to the believer. Imminence, like many other variables, is an adjectival 

rather than essential attribute of apocalypticism. 

 
19 For the relationship between conspiracism and apocalyptic ideology, see O’Leary, Arguing the Apocalypse, 6.  

 
20 It is in this sense that Karl Löwith writes that all philosophy of history ultimately rests on eschatology, in either 

sacred or secular form. See “The Theological Background of the Philosophy of History.” Social Research 13, no 1.. 

(1946): 51-80; also Meaning in History: The Theological Implications of the Philosophy of History. (Chicago: 
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alone allows humans to “… believe that time has a narrative logic, which means that time is not 

just one damn thing after another.”21 Thus apocalyptic visions offer not only moral, but 

historical, certainty—or confidence in the narrative arc of human experience. Taken together, the 

revelatory basis of apocalypticism lends stunning clarity to a world previously shrouded in mist. 

The formerly inscrutable course of history, like the moral complexity and uncertainty that 

produces serious disagreements, evaporate before the certainty of an apocalyptic worldview. Yet 

at the same time, this certainty is often, if not almost always, at odds with the dominant 

narratives and self-understanding of the surrounding society. Apocalyptic eschatology may be, in 

James C. Scott’s words, “a full throated hidden transcript”—a detailed and substantial account of 

reality that runs beneath or counter to the dominant, but illusory, narrative in society.22 Things 

may appear to be going well in the world at large, but the apocalyptic narrative draws back the 

curtain to reveal the true nature of things.  

This type of knowledge is intoxicating, even world-shattering. The world as one knows it 

is turned upside-down by apocalyptic revelation. One’s senses and instincts cannot necessarily 

be trusted; nor can the broader impulses or conclusions of society. In fact, apocalyptic ideologies 

often conceive of the faithful as actors within a grand cosmic conflict between good and evil. 

Within this adversarial narrative, those privileged few recipients of revelation are arrayed in 

opposition against the grand mass of humanity who either actively fight on the side of evil, or 

remain blissfully or blindly unaware of the forces at war around them. Because this oppositional 

 
University of Chicago Press, 1957).  

 
21 Stanley Hauerwas, Approaching the End: Eschatological Reflections on Church, Politics, and Life. (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013), 84.   

 
22 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992); for a more 

detailed application of the concept to millennialism, see Richard Landes, Heaven on Earth: The Varieties of 

Millennial Experience (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), part. Ch. 1.  
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posture cannot be maintained forever, many apocalyptic ideologies anticipate a third 

apokálypsis—a final vindication, “tipping point,” or cataclysm by which the true nature of things 

is revealed publicly. Apocalyptic movements rest on the hope of eschatological vindication, 

when what was formerly known only to the few becomes self-evident to the community of 

humanity at large. Apocalyptic leaders, though they stand entirely within history, predict a 

rupture in ordinary time that will precipitate the end of history. This final rupture in time may be 

either secular or spiritual, distant or imminent – it may take the form of the paraousia of Christ, 

the return of the Mahdi, the final judgment, the collapse of the global capitalist economy, or an 

economic or natural disaster so serious that none can deny its meaning.23 It is this dimension of 

apocalypticism that dominates popular understandings, with its symbols of violence, vindication, 

judgment, and destruction signifying the final and public vindication of the apocalyptic faithful.  

While the moral certainty derived from divine revelation tends to generate an agonistic 

posture, this feature is itself not unique to apocalyptic movements. Many ideologies generate 

similar confidence in their own conclusions and beliefs. Instead, the unique combination of 

moral and historical certainty paired with the expectation of eschatological vindication is the 

most important and enduring feature of apocalypticism. The framework of apocalypticism 

infuses the mundane march of time with cosmic significance. As Karl Löwith concludes, “only 

by the expectation of a final triumph, beyond historical time … does the whole course of history 

become progressive, meaningful, and intelligible.”24 

 
23 Many scholars, including Norman Cohn, interpret apocalypticism as being necessarily transformationalist, and as 

predicting an imminent end to world affairs. While both features are common, neither are essential to apocalyptic 

experience. As Löwith writes, “What matters from an eschatological viewpoint is not the negligible difference of a 

few hundred or few thousand years but the fact that the world is created and transient, not eternal.” See Löwith, 

“The Theological Background of the Philosophy of History,” 73.  

 
24 Löwith, “The Theological Background of the Philosophy of History,” 74.  
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Apocalyptic movements have always enjoyed a close connection to the practice of 

politics. Questions concerning the eschatological themes of death, judgment, heaven, and hell 

strike at the very core of political theory, raising questions concerning the possibility of a perfect 

(or perfected) society and the meaning of time and history.25 Throughout human history, 

apocalyptic movements have both emerged from and given rise to moments of political 

disruption and change.26 The seductive promises of the apocalypse may appeal to the poor, the 

disenfranchised, sufferers, political, religious or ethnic minorities, as well as to would-be 

radicals. The promise of divine judgment and the establishment of a heavenly kingdom offers a 

balm in suffering, or the hope of a better world, vindication, and the establishment of justice. It is 

no surprise that apocalyptic visions have proven to be a powerful force for social and political 

organization. Apocalypticism easily lends itself to radicalism; portraying an inherently 

disordered world filled with devils, demons, and the deceived. It is possible that apocalypticism 

may even cause its adherents to despise the world, craving its destruction. By imbuing politics 

with divine or cosmic significance, apocalyptic ideologies further raise the stakes of 

disagreement, increase the temperature of conflict, and provide impetus for the radical 

transformation of society. Such individuals and ideas, it seems, must be a threat to the practice of 

toleration. At least, so it has been commonly assumed. In the sections that follow, I aim to more 

fully explicate the apparent incongruence between apocalyptic politics and tolerant society. 

 
25 Glenn Tinder has written extensively on the relevance of eschatological questions to the study of politics, 

suggesting that one of the central questions of political thinking concerns “the import of death: is an individual 

totally extinguished by death?” Political Thinking: The Perennial Questions, (6th Ed. Longman, 1995), 5. See also 

Glenn Tinder, “Eschatology and Politics,” Review of Politics 27, no 3 (July 1965): 311-333.  

 
26 See N. Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium: Revolutionary Messianism in Medieval and Reformation Europe and 

Its Bearing on Modern Totalitarian Movements; Richard Landes, Heaven on Earth: The Varieties of the Millennial 

Experience; Bernard McGinn, Visions of the End: Apocalyptic Traditions in the Middle Ages, revised ed. (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1998); G.H. Williams, The Radical Reformation. 
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III. The Challenge of Toleration 

Despite its preeminent place as a central component of modern and open polities, 

toleration remains markedly difficult to characterize. It is, in David Heyd’s words, “a 

philosophically elusive concept” that is easier described than defined.27 This conceptual 

difficulty is unsurprising, given the real and practical problems that toleration aims to address—

namely, how to secure peaceful cooperation and coexistence between individuals and groups 

who disagree on matters of serious moral import. Such deep and intractable disagreements are a 

perennial feature of human existence, though the increasing cultural and social alterity of many 

modern societies may have increased both the frequency and severity of these everyday 

disagreements.  

When disagreement occurs, two options present themselves: to disregard it (provided it is 

not significant enough to demand resolution), or to seek its resolution by the force of either 

words or swords. Many of our differences appear critical, and when these disagreements seem 

intractable and immune to the force of reason or persuasion, humanity has all too often resorted 

to violence in order to solve conflict. Toleration offers an alternative path, and the promise of a 

better—or at least, more survivable—world where persistent disagreement need not lead to 

violent coercion. As Rainer Forst writes in his masterwork Toleration in Conflict, “tolerance 

does not resolve, but merely contains and defuses the dispute in which is it invoked. The promise 

of toleration is that coexistence in disagreement is possible.”28 As toleration emerges as a result 

 
27 David Heyd, “Introduction” in David Heyd, ed., Toleration: An Elusive Virtue (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1996).  

 
28 Rainier Forst, Toleration in Conflict. Past and Present. C. Cronin, trans. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2013), 1.  
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of this practical and political problem, its theory is often shaped by pragmatic concerns—and 

there are perhaps as many varied arguments for toleration as there are situations that demand it. 

In this chapter, I will not attempt to offer an exhaustive taxonomy of these arguments. Instead, I 

aim to sketch a broad conception of toleration that I hope reflects its core components and 

illustrates the puzzles that emerge from its practice.  

I have suggested that the need for toleration (or something like it) comes from the 

persistence of deep and abiding disagreement. In this sense, toleration is predicated upon 

disagreement; it begins with a serious and considered moral judgment that the object of 

toleration (typically a belief or practice) is objectionable. There is no toleration absent this 

condition, which Preston King calls the “objection component” of toleration.29 It is no virtue to 

extend the offer of friendship and harmony to those with whom we have only trivial differences. 

This negative moral judgment demarks the boundary between toleration and indifference.30  

It is natural enough to seek to act upon moral disapproval, seeking to punish or prohibit 

actions, beliefs, or practices that we believe are morally objectionable. Toleration, however, 

constitutes a “deliberate refusal to prohibit, hinder, or otherwise coercively interfere … with 

 
29 Preston King, Toleration, 44-51. In the following paragraphs I largely follow King’s discussion of toleration, 

which has been adopted and repeated by a wide array of other theorists. This judgment-dependent account of 

toleration not only explains the distinction between toleration and indifference, but also explains one persistent 

paradox of toleration. In a discussion of the paradoxes of toleration, John Horton suggests that on some accounts of 

toleration, a vicious racist who does not act on their racial prejudice qualifies as “tolerant” (J. Horton, “Toleration as 

a Virtue” in David Heyd, ed., Toleration: An Elusive Virtue). The account of toleration outlined here avoids this 

perverse conclusion, as toleration is predicated on moral disapproval stemming from judgment, rather than mere 

hatred. Prejudice, by definition, is hatred or disapproval that precedes judgment and as such is beyond the theoretical 

scope of this account of toleration. 

 
30 Many scholars use “tolerance” and “toleration” interchangeably. Andrew Murphy, however, recommends that 

“tolerance” refer to a specific set of attitudes, including “a hesitancy to pass value or “truth” judgments on 

individual or group beliefs” (Murphy, “Tolerance, Toleration, and the Liberal Tradition,” Polity 29, no 4 (Summer 

1997), 600). Toleration, by contrast, denotes the practice of forbearance, or a refusal to punish those who “dissent 

from prevailing norms” (596). While a number of authors have articulated the value of cultivating the former 

generosity of spirit, I am concerned primarily with the older and perhaps more well-worn latter practice. 
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conduct which is disliked or disapproved.”31 Toleration resists the natural inclination to punish 

the things we object to. In order to practice toleration, the “objection component” of judgment 

must be modified or counterbalanced by what King terms the “acceptance component,” broadly 

understood as one or more reasons to refrain from punishing or proscribing an objectionable 

practice or behavior.32 The relationship between objection and acceptance is of critical 

importance. Toleration does not imply or require a weakening or attenuation of considered moral 

objections; instead, it offers counterbalancing reasons to forgo acting upon those negative 

judgments. As Forst concludes, “The important point here is that the positive reasons do not 

cancel out the negative reasons but are set against them in such a way that, although they trump 

the negative reasons … and in this sense are higher-order reasons, the objection nevertheless 

retains its force.”33 George P. Fletcher echoes this conclusion, writing that “tolerance 

presupposes a complexity of two sentiments: the first, an impulse to intervene and regulate the 

lives of others, and the second, an imperative—either logical or moral—to restrain that 

impulse.”34 

Toleration is thus a contingent practice: we do not practice it for its own sake, but for the 

sake of other reasons that cause us to accept in a limited fashion that which we would rather 

reject.35 Barbara Herman captures the tension between objection and toleration, writing “what I 

 
31 Horton, “Three (Apparent) Paradoxes of Toleration.” 8.  

 
32 King, Toleration. 51-54. 

 
33 Forst, Toleration in Conflict. 20-21. 

 
34 George P. Fletcher, “The Instability of Tolerance” in Heyd, ed., Toleration: An Elusive Virtue. 158. 

 
35 As Barbara Herman writes, “One comes to [toleration] as the result of balancing competing considerations. One 

accedes to the continued existence of something one objects to either because its continued existence contributes to 

something else one values or because the costs of interfering with it are too high.” Barbara Herman, “Pluralism and 

the Community of Moral Judgment” in Heyd, ed., Toleration: An Elusive Virtue. 61. 
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tolerate, I need not mind—indeed I might want—that it cease to be.”36 Paradoxically, toleration 

rests on the conclusion that the things tolerated are bad or objectionable, but not intolerably so. 

Just as the inner boundary of toleration lies between objection and indifference, the outer 

boundary of toleration consists of the line beyond which we can no longer tolerate; the point 

when evils or errors become so great that there is not greater reason to reject them than to forbear 

with them—what King terms the “rejection component” of toleration. The practice of toleration 

consists of a careful dance between our moral sentiments, our contingent acceptance of the 

things we tolerate, and the limits of our capacity for forbearance. 

These main points should suffice to paint a general picture of the practice of toleration, 

and the conceptual distinctions that mark its limits. At the same time, this picture of toleration 

provokes a significant conundrum. Toleration is demanded of us only in situations when we 

already have significant reasons to disapprove of an action, idea, or behavior. Bernard Williams 

sums it up thus: “We need to tolerate other people and their way of life only in situations that 

make it very difficult to do so. Toleration, we may say, is required only for the intolerable. That 

is its basic problem.”37  In Susan Mendus’ words, “Where toleration is based on moral 

disapproval, it implies that the thing tolerated is wrong and ought not to exist. The question 

which then arises is why … it should be thought good to tolerate.”38 This question might be 

termed “the moral problem of toleration”—for how can it be deemed good or praiseworthy to 

allow wrongdoing to persist in the world? We have already determined that the object of 

toleration is deserving of disapprobation. Though we may begrudgingly refrain from punishment 

 
36 Barbara Herman, “Pluralism and the Community of Moral Judgment” in David Heyd, ed., Toleration: An Elusive 

Virtue. 61. 

 
37 Bernard Williams, “Toleration: An Impossible Virtue” in Heyd, ed., Toleration: An Elusive Virtue. 18. 

 
38 Susan Mendus, Toleration and the Limits of Liberalism (London: Macmillan, 1989). 18-19.  
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if the cost or difficulty of doing so is too high, why should we conclude that it is good, or that we 

have a duty, to tolerate? Does our indulgence not make us complicit in the spread of evil or 

error?  

While it is easy enough to justify toleration along pragmatic lines (perhaps in order to 

guarantee our own safety, or to secure peace between two evenly-matched factions), principled 

arguments for toleration are harder to come by. Toleration carves out a space between moral 

judgment and punishment or prohibition, and that space is filled with profound tension. It pairs 

moral disapprobation with a commitment to non-interference, severing moral judgment from its 

most natural consequent. We ought not to neglect or gloss over this difficulty; as Glenn Tinder 

suggests, the successes of toleration in modern liberal democracies may allow us to forget “what 

was widely realized three hundred years ago, before tolerance was established, that tolerance is 

in some respects unnatural and illogical.”39 So why, then, should it be thought good to tolerate? 

Provided that a satisfactory answer to this question is found, one must still establish the 

outer limits of toleration. The difficulty of setting these boundaries in a principled fashion is 

evidenced by the fact that contemporary theorists of toleration have become largely preoccupied 

with determining the limits of toleration.40 One of the most famous reflections on the limits of 

toleration (or the “political paradox of toleration”) was given voice by Karl Popper, who alleged 

that “unlimited tolerance must lead to the disappearance of tolerance. If we extend unlimited 

tolerance even to those who are intolerant … then the tolerant will be destroyed, and tolerance 

 
39 Glenn Tinder, Tolerance: Toward a New Civility (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1975), 6.  

 
40 Our contemporary focus on the limits of toleration is demonstrated by a brief survey of recent titles: Teresa Bejan, 

Mere Civility: Disagreement and the Limits of Toleration. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2017); 

Charles Taylor and Alfred Stepan, eds., Boundaries of Toleration (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014); 

Denis Lacorne, The limits of toleration: enlightenment values and religious fanaticism. C. Jon Delogu and Robin 

Emlein, trans. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2019); Alan Jay Levinovitz, The limits of religious tolerance. 

(Amherst: Amherst College Press, 2016). 
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with them.”41 To tolerate the intolerant—or for that matter, those with whom we have deep but 

rational disagreements on serious matters—invites the possibility that they will attain victory in 

the arena of public opinion. Glenn Tinder describes this puzzle in clear terms: 

“Why should tolerance be so hard to defend? The answer is that it means allowing 

publicity, and a chance of victory, to thoughts you despise. To be tolerant is to grant 

those whose beliefs you think endanger peace, or justice, or some other great common 

good, the right to try to win others over to their beliefs. Why should one gratuitously 

grant such an advantage to one’s opponents?”42  

 

In order to justify and sustain the principled practice of toleration, one must provide reasons both 

to think that toleration is itself a moral good, and that its boundaries can be marked in a 

principled, rather than arbitrary, fashion. In the section that follows, I hope to briefly sketch three 

common historical arguments for toleration that have deeply influenced the modern and 

contemporary practice of toleration.  

 

IV. Justifying Toleration: Three Common Arguments 

There are dozens, perhaps hundreds, of possible answers to the question of why we ought 

to practice toleration—ranging from the practical and political to the deeply theological. Many 

volumes could (and have) been filled in attempting to provide a clear taxonomy and genealogy 

of such arguments.43 I do not hope to explore these arguments in such detail here; instead, I aim 

 
41 Karl Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies. (Milton Park, Abington-on-Thames: Routledge, 2012 [1945]), 

581. 

 
42 Glenn Tinder, Tolerance: Toward a New Civility (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1975), 5.  

 
43 Several notable and exhaustive works include Perez Zagorin’s How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the 

West (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003); W.K. Jordan, The Development of Religious Toleration in 

England, 4 vols. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1932-1940); Joseph Lecler, S.J., Toleration and the 

Reformation, 2 vols. Trans. by T.L. Westow (New York: Association Press, 1960). 
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to give only the briefest outline of several such arguments that have come to form an important 

part of the basic modern argument for toleration. These arguments should be familiar, either on 

theoretical or philosophical grounds, or on the familiarity that comes when a particular set of 

theoretical doctrines become core assumptions of a particular society. As this work is not meant 

to be an evaluation or criticism of such accounts of toleration, a brief picture should suffice for 

my purposes—to show why apocalyptic political theology should be thought an uncomfortable 

fit with common approaches to toleration. So, then, why ought we to tolerate?  

First, we might choose to practice toleration out of the recognition that our own moral 

judgments (or the broader moral framework from which we derive those judgments) is incorrect 

or mistaken. We might call this “the skeptical argument” for toleration. On this account, we are 

free to make moral judgments, but we should not act upon those negative moral judgments 

incautiously, for we could be deeply mistaken. Humanity is deeply flawed, and we ought to 

recognize the uncertainty and contingency of our conclusions. Perhaps this is what Voltaire had 

in mind when he wrote in the Philosophical Dictionary “We are all full of weakness and errors; 

let us mutually pardon each other our follies,” calling this “the first law of nature.”44 Theological 

study, Voltaire supposed, was just as subject to error as any other non-mathematical science. 

What “theologian can venture to assert seriously that he goes on sure grounds?”45 Given that 

skeptical premises apply even to religious belief, “it is still more clear that we ought mutually to 

 
44 Voltaire, The Works of Voltaire, Vol. II, Part II. (Philosophical Dictionary Part 5) (New York: E.R. DuMont, 

1764), 100. 

 
45 Voltaire, 107. It is worth noting that such skepticism need not necessarily lead to toleration, as is seen in Hobbes’ 

treatment of religious liberty throughout Leviathan. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Edwin Curley. (Indianapolis: 

Hackett Publishing Company, 1994).  
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tolerate one another, because we are all weak, irrational, and subject to change and error.”46 If 

there is some chance that we are incorrect, then we should only very carefully impose our will 

upon others—particularly when the costs of doing so are high. As Michel de Montaigne wrote 

over a century earlier, “‘tis setting a man’s conjectures at a very high price upon them to cause a 

man to be roasted alive.”47 Locke similarly adopts epistemic arguments concerning the limited 

certainty available to religious knowledge in his 1692 Third Letter on Toleration, and skepticism 

played a significant role in many early modern accounts of toleration.48  

A second common justification for toleration hinges upon the value of authenticity and 

the good of individual autonomy. On this argument for toleration, we must tolerate difference 

and disagreement because coercing others into adopting our own position would either 1) fail to 

produce the good we seek, or 2) violate some other overarching principle commanding us to 

respect autonomy. In short, it rests on the presumption that there is a substantive and normative 

difference between adopting a belief or practice under threat of force, and adopting it as a matter 

of free and uncoerced choosing. This might be called the “autonomy argument for toleration.” 

Theological versions of this argument might suggest that true faith cannot be coerced and that 

force can only produce hypocritical conformity and outward displays of false piety, as when 

John Locke writes in his Letter Concerning Toleration that “if I be not thoroughly perswaded 

thereof in my own mind, there will be no safety for me in following it. … Faith only, and inward 

 
46 Voltaire, The Works of Voltaire, 109.  

 
47 Michel de Montaigne, Essays, Vol IX. Trans. Charles Cotton, Rev. William Carew Hazlett (New York, Edwin C. 

Hill, 1910), 203.  

 
48 See John Locke, The Works of John Locke, vol. 6. (London: Scientia Verlag Aalen, 1963), and Sam Black, 

“Locke and the Skeptical Argument for Toleration,” History of Philosophy Quarterly 24, no 4 (October 2007). 355-

375; Alan Levine, ed., Early Modern Skepticism and the Origins of Toleration (Lanham: Lexington Books, 1999).  
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Sincerity, are the things that procure acceptance with God.”49 Other, more secular versions of 

this argument suggest that an individual’s right to select and attempt to realize their own 

conception of the good is a necessary condition for both the good life, and a minimally decent 

political arrangement.50 As John Stuart Mill famously argued at the beginning of On Liberty, 

“the only freedom which deserves the name, is that of pursuing our own good in our own way, so 

long as we do not attempt to deprive others of theirs, or impede their efforts to obtain it.”51 Here, 

the overriding value of individual autonomy and self-choosing provides more than adequate 

reason to practice toleration in all matters that do not result in direct and assignable harm to 

others.52 One might even see recent attempts to ground religious toleration or the right to 

religious freedom in the concept of human dignity as a reframing of the autonomy argument; that 

it is somehow incompatible with the basic goods of human life to be forced against one’s will 

into adopting practices or beliefs that one disagrees with.53  

 
49 John Locke, A Letter Concerning Toleration. James Tully, ed. (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1983). 38.  

 
50 See, for instance, Will Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995). 

 
51 J.S. Mill, “On Liberty” in On Liberty, Utilitarianism, and Other Essays. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). 

15.  

 
52 Of course, many anti-tolerationist arguments might accept some version of this argument, with the caveat that 

heretics and other practitioners of false religion cause immense (and immeasurable, if you take the eternal 

perspective) spiritual harms to others. For the autonomy argument above to work, one must place very high value 

upon autonomy, and also define harm in such a manner as to exclude ‘spiritual’ harms. Similarly, even the religious 

version of this argument must wrestle with the idea that while faith itself cannot be coerced, it seems possible (even 

quite plausible) that coercing individuals into some religious practices (or prohibiting others) may make it 

substantially more likely that the individual in question will one day adopt religious faith sincerely. Such “nudging” 

– to put a modern gloss on a very old argument – may or may not contradict the autonomy and dignity of 

individuals.  

 
53 See Nicholas Wolterstorff, “Toleration, Justice, and Dignity. Lecture on the occasion of the inauguration as 

professor of Dirk-Martin Grube at Free University of Amsterdam, 2015, September 24.” International Journal of 

Philosophy and Theology, no. 5 (2015): 377-386); Vatican II Council, “Declaration on Religious Freedom. 

Dignitatis Humanae.” Promulgated by Pope Paul VI on December 7, 1965; for a critical evaluation of the 

relationship between toleration and dignity see Colin Bird, “Toleration and Dignity” in Sardoč, M., ed., The 

Palgrave Handbook of Toleration (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2022): 563-582.  
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A third and final common justification for toleration is somewhat more political in 

nature: in short, the “reciprocity argument for toleration” suggests that we ought to tolerate 

unpopular beliefs and practices because we too would wish to be tolerated if our own beliefs or 

practices came to be unpopular. This conclusion does not itself challenge the legitimacy of the 

instinct to punish. Instead, it simply reminds those in power that the future is uncertain, and 

should the relative distribution of power change and they find themselves in the minority, they 

would wish to be tolerated as well. For the sake of consistency and peace, those in political 

power should abide by the same limitations and principles that they would wish their opponents 

to abide by in substantially similar circumstances. The protestant reformer Pierre Bayle 

pioneered one version of this argument; echoes of it are found throughout the modern liberal 

tradition.54 Reciprocity may take various forms, ranging from an agreement between two 

dominant powers not to persecute each other to a broader commitment to refrain entirely from 

persecution on the condition that all parties similarly situated also refrain from persecuting their 

opponents. Reciprocity agreements may begin as a purely political and strategic attempt to 

secure social harmony or peace, as in the “exhaustion” that characterized European politics after 

the Wars of Religion.55 More recently, the concept of reciprocity has gained specific moral 

content as part of modern liberal accounts of neutrality, the duty of reciprocity, and toleration.56 

 

 
54 On Pierre Bayle’s use of the reciprocity argument, see John Kilcullen, Sincerity and Truth: Essays on Arnauld, 

Bayle, and Toleration; esp. ch. III, “Reciprocity Arguments for Toleration.” (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988); 

Rainier Forst, “Pierre Bayle’s Reflexive Theory of Toleration” in M. Williams, J Waldron, eds. Toleration and Its 

Limits. (New York: NYU Press, 2008). 78-113.   

 
55 John Rawls, Political Liberalism (expanded edition) (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005). xxi-lx.  

 
56 Kilcullen, 126-132; John Rawls, “Justice as Reciprocity” in J. S. Mill, Utilitarianism with Critical Essays, ed. S. 

Gorovitz. (Indianapolis: Bobbs Merrill, 1971); Simon Rabinovitch, “Reciprocity, not Tolerance, is the Basis of 

Healthy Societies,” Aeon, (20 June 2018); Rainier Forst, Toleration in Conflict, passim. 
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V. The Promise and Peril of Apocalyptic Toleration 

Taken together, the three strands of argument profiled in the preceding section represent a 

formidable constellation of arguments for the practice of toleration. More significantly, they 

form the backbone of its modern practice, since most contemporary justifications of toleration 

depend heavily on at least one of these arguments and some reference them all. And yet, even 

this brief outline is sufficient to show the incongruity between common justifications for 

toleration and the practice of toleration. The skeptical, autonomy, and reciprocity arguments for 

toleration would appear to be incompatible in part or in whole with the moral and historical 

certainty that emanates from apocalyptic experience. The historical problems of apocalyptic 

politics are patent, but by demonstrating the incongruity between apocalyptic premises and 

common arguments for toleration, I hope to illustrate why apocalyptic religion appears to be 

incapable of supporting or sustaining the practice of toleration. 

Apocalyptic movements are grounded in revelatory experiences that disclose the nature 

and identity of good and evil, and the meaning and direction of history, and the promise of 

eschatological vindication at the end of all things. This sense of moral certainty absolutely 

precludes the skeptical argument for toleration, which rests on the uncertainty with which we can 

hold our own beliefs. Skepticism begins with the admission that even our most closely held 

opinions and conclusions might be incorrect, and that coercion can only be used sparingly, if at 

all, upon such insecure grounds. Yet apocalyptic revelation offers absolute assurance to its 

recipients; the experience of divine unveiling offers a potent, if subjective, assurance that one is 

correct. Skeptical premises may well apply to others who have not received apocalyptic 

disclosure, but they have no bearing on—and thus cannot be relied upon to limit the actions 

derived from—the moral certainty of the apocalyptic believer.  



33 

 

The reciprocity argument, likewise, can have little purchase against an ideology that 

claims to know the course of history. The reciprocity argument is based on uncertainty regarding 

the future of interaction, for while you may be in a position to persecute today, you may find 

yourself a victim of persecution tomorrow. Moreover, other actors may respond rationally to our 

decisions, repaying our acts of persecution with persecution and our willingness to tolerate with 

a willingness to tolerate in turn. Once again, however, apocalyptic political movements seem 

unlikely or unwilling to accept this logic in anything but its most contingent form. After all, what 

possible practical reason might there be to fear a future where you may be vulnerable to 

persecution, when you rest assured that your side will triumph? The reciprocity argument hinges 

on at least the possibility that our relative positions of power might shift and those who now are 

able to tolerate or persecute will find themselves on different footing. For apocalyptic 

movements that anticipate an imminent eschaton the disjunct is even clearer, as there are few if 

any anticipated repeat interactions to cultivate an attitude of toleration.  

Even the autonomy argument is undermined by apocalyptic premises. In its modern form, 

it suggests that the internal good of an individual life is tied directly to the ability to evaluate and 

seek one’s own good in one’s own way. Yet this assumption presumes that autonomy is a free-

standing good—a concept that many apocalyptic movements would reject out of hand. Even 

modest defenses of autonomy, such as those offered by Locke, must make concessions. If 

apocalyptic premises are correct, then the supernatural goods of salvation from imminent and 

immeasurable destruction may constitute a sort of supreme emergency, justifying coercion and 

overriding the value of individual autonomy. Moreover, the broader framework of 

apocalypticism suggests that all but the recipients of revelation operate under faulty information 
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and false pretenses concerning the nature of reality—and as such, cannot be left alone to 

unwitting destruction. 

Not only does the revelatory basis of apocalyptic politics appear to negate many common 

arguments for toleration, it may also provide compelling reasons to punish and persecute those 

who disagree. The moral and historical certainty of the apocalypse may foment a confrontational, 

agonistic, and confident approach to disagreement. Apocalyptic movements often portray 

unbelievers not only as mistaken, but as intransigent obstacles to establishing a just or perfect 

society on earth. Likewise, the moral certainty of the apocalypse threatens to increase the stakes 

of disagreement, escalating ordinary conflicts into battles and wars with grand eschatological 

significance. Moreover, the sacralization of politics seems destined to produce violent conflict in 

societies that no longer possess significant moral or religious agreement or homogeneity. 

It appears that apocalyptic political theology should be, at best, an uncomfortable fit with 

the norms of toleration and openness. This is not to say that apocalyptic groups cannot endorse 

toleration as a modus vivendi or for strategic or pragmatic reasons; it does suggest, however, that 

apocalyptic movements seem unlikely to endorse or share in the most common justifications for 

a principled commitment to toleration. At their worst, apocalyptic movements risk repeating the 

chiliastic excesses of Münster and behaving in actively intolerant or destructive fashion. Yet as I 

suggest earlier, a more sanguine view is possible, for history indicates the positive potential of 

millenarian politics as well. This is clearly evidenced in the early modern period, during which 

apocalyptic expectation reached what may have been a high-water mark, leaving a lasting impact 

on the politics, literature, and culture of the Anglophone world. This apocalyptic ferment 

produced many sterling examples of political theologians, clergy, and activists who promoted 
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toleration despite—or as I argue in this book, because of—their apocalyptic beliefs. This peculiar 

inconsistency suggests several possibilities.  

First, we might conclude that apocalyptic tolerationists such as these were insincere in 

their defenses of toleration, perhaps only promoting toleration as long as they were members of 

fringe religious groups threatened with state persecution. While this may be true of some 

defenders of toleration, it seems unlikely in the cases profiled in this book. Roger Williams, for 

instance, developed his uniquely millenarian defense of toleration while founding a colony in 

North America. Long after the threat of persecution had subsided from his personal life, 

Williams tirelessly worked to enshrine absolute religious liberty within the colonial charter of 

Rhode Island and Providence Plantations. Neither Gerrard Winstanley nor John Bunyan 

possessed such clear political power, but they were equally consistent in concluding that 

toleration must be the universal policy of any government, with no regard to the doctrinal 

preferences of those in power.  

If they were not insincere, perhaps apocalyptic tolerationists were incoherent, attempting 

to pair a political or philosophical commitment to toleration with theological beliefs that demand 

intolerance. At the cusp of modernity, it is not implausible that many thinkers would find 

themselves torn between medieval theological inclinations and modern rationalist conclusions 

regarding toleration, politics, and liberty. Yet there is little in the works of Williams, Winstanley, 

or Bunyan that hints at any such inconsistency. The theological and political writings of each are 

deeply intertwined—and in fact inseparable—with political conclusions frequently drawn 

directly from theological argument bolstered by Scriptural exegesis.  

Instead, as I will argue throughout this book, the richly detailed writings of Williams, 

Winstanley, and Bunyan beg closer analysis. For each thinker, the revelatory dimensions of 
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apocalyptic thought provide the necessary framework for the practice of toleration. Over the next 

three chapters, I hope to provide precisely such a close analysis, charting the ways in which each 

profiled thinker relates apocalyptic promises to the practice of toleration.  
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CHAPTER 3: “TO HOPE, AND TO WAIT”: ROGER WILLIAMS AND THE 

ESCHATOLOGICAL ROOTS OF TOLERATION 

 

I. Introduction 

 At a time when the future of liberal toleration may appear shaky, it is increasingly 

attractive to revisit the works of those who have successfully practiced toleration in challenging 

circumstances. Roger Williams, the founder of the first explicitly tolerationist colony in North 

America, has deservedly drawn attention as a valuable guide to practicing toleration against 

seemingly-insurmountable odds. A London-born, Cambridge-educated protestant clergyman 

who immigrated to the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1631, Williams quickly made a name for 

himself as both talented preacher and impassioned dissenter. Williams’s short tenure among the 

Massachusetts Puritans was tumultuous, as he and his Separatist followers disputed the 

legitimacy of colonial land claims and dissented from laws enforcing strict religious and 

doctrinal conformity. Following his expulsion from Massachusetts in the winter of 1635-1636, 

he established the colony of Providence Plantations (later to become “Rhode Island and 

Providence Plantations”), enshrining within its government a capacious regime of toleration. 

Though life in the fledgling colony was difficult (and public discourse often fractious), Williams 

persisted in his vindication of toleration, authoring a number of theological and polemical texts 

defending the liberty of conscience or “soule freedom” and the separation of church and state 

from the assaults of his Puritan, Anglican, and Catholic opponents. 
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 Although numerous studies have examined Williams's theory of toleration, a surprisingly 

large number have neglected the explicitly theological character of his political thought. Eager to 

claim the prescient Williams for the liberal tradition, historian V.L. Parrington argued in the 

early twentieth-century that Williams was “primarily a political philosopher rather than a 

theologian,” and “a confirmed individualist” who prefigured later developments in the liberal 

tradition of Thomas Paine and Thomas Jefferson.57 Parrington’s student James Ernst furthered 

this secularized interpretation, arguing that Williams’s conclusions were drawn from natural-

rights liberalism and that “Christianity, as such, made no contribution to [Williams’s] political 

theory.”58 More recently, popular historian John M. Barry has focused on the influence of 

Francis Bacon and the English jurist Sir Edward Coke on Williams, while philosopher Martha 

Nussbaum has characterized him as a sort of Kantian or proto-Rawlsian thinker and the founder 

of a new model of secular liberalism.59 Indeed, unlike John Locke, who “argues from Protestant 

premises most of the time,” Nussbaum suggests that Williams articulates “an independent ethical 

argument for his political principles,” abstracted from the particularities of his own religious 

beliefs.60  

While such interpretations are convenient for liberal and secular historiography, they fail 

to do justice to Williams’s life work, which is inseparable from his theological commitments as a 

Calvinistic, Reformed, and Protestant Separatist theologian. As H. Richard Niebuhr wrote, 

“Despite the modern tendency to interpret Roger Williams as primarily a political thinker, it 

 
57 V. L. Parrington, Main Currents in American Thought (New York: Harcourt, Brace, &, Co., 1927), Vol. 1, 66. 

 
58 J. Ernst, Roger Williams, New England Firebrand (New York: MacMillan, 1932), 436 

 
59 J. M. Barry, Roger Williams and the Creation of the American Soul: Church, State, and the Birth of Liberty. (New 

York: Penguin Books, 2012); Nussbaum, Liberty of Conscience (New York: Basic Books, 2008), 56-58; 76-82.  

 
60 Martha Nussbaum, “The First Founder,” New Republic, (10 September 2008).   
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seems impossible that one should read his writings without understanding that he … was first of 

all a churchman.”61 Niebuhr was not alone in resisting the secularizing impulse in interpreting 

Williams’s work: Perry Miller, Sacvan Bercovitch, Edwin Gaustad, W. Clark Gilpin, John 

Coffey, and Edmund Morgan each foregrounded the theological aspects of Williams’s political 

thought, with Morgan insisting that historians must recognize that “Williams belonged to the 

seventeenth century, to Puritanism and to separatism.”62 More recently, Oxford political theorist 

Teresa Bejan has criticized revisionist interpretations of Williams’s work, writing that “scholars 

inspired by the breadth and liberality of Williams’s toleration like to portray him as a kind of 

enlightened proto-liberal running around the New England wilderness.”63 Rather than adopting 

“this approach which wrests thinkers from their historical context and congratulates them for 

being ahead of their time,” she writes, we must recognize early modern proponents of toleration 

such as Williams not as “the ecumenical mainliners of modern experience but rather righteous 

schismatics and enthusiastic evangelicals who were unwilling—or in conscience unable—to hold 

their tongues or keep their peace.”64 Williams’s doctrine of toleration, Bejan concludes, was the 

product of “a decidedly hot, evangelical, and schismatic vein” of English Calvinism.65 

 
61 H. Richard Niebuhr, The Kingdom of God in America (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1959), 69.  

 
62 E.S. Morgan, Roger Williams: The Church and the State (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2007), 142. See 

also Perry Miller, Roger Williams: His Contribution to the American Tradition (New York: The Bobbs-Merrill 
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Reassessed,” American Quarterly 19 (1967): 166-191; Edwin Gaustad, Liberty of Conscience: Roger Williams in 

America (King of Prussia, PA: Judson Press, 1999); John Coffey, Persecution and Toleration in Protestant England 
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 Though scholars have come to appreciate the theological character of Williams’s political 

thought, widespread disagreement persists as to the precise components of his theology that 

inspired his defense of toleration. For Perry Miller, the answer lay in Williams’s use of typology, 

his figurative reading of Biblical history that secured a privileged place for freedom of religion.66 

According to James Byrd, it was his specific manner of biblical interpretation that necessitated 

his practical conclusions.67 J.C. Davis attributes Williams’s tolerationism to his “incarnational” 

theology and Christological ethic within a confessional Reformed Protestant frame.68 There is 

something to each of these accounts. At a minimum, in contrast to the assumptions of Parrington, 

Ernst, and Nussbaum, it seems abundantly clear that Williams was a devout believer and learned 

theologian whose ideals were far from those of modern rationalistic liberalism. Moreover, it is 

evident that while working from a set of distinctly non-liberal and explicitly theological 

principles, he successfully formulated and defended a theory of toleration that outstripped the 

canonical liberal and proto-liberal theories of his time. Williams’s example challenges common 

assumptions about the relationship between devout religious faith and toleration.69 

 
66 Miller, Roger Williams: His Contribution to the American Tradition, passim.  
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 The theological dimension of Williams’s political thought is perhaps most clearly seen in 

his extensive use of vivid millenarian eschatological themes, rhetoric, and symbolism to support 

an extensive regime of religious toleration. His use of such symbolism is unsurprising, given the 

distinctly eschatological flavor of much of early modern Protestant thought. Neither has 

Williams’s use of eschatology entirely escaped scholarly notice. Teresa Bejan, for one, makes 

reference to the role his thinking about the end times played in shaping both his ecclesiology, 

and his hopes for the conversion of unbelievers.70 In an excellent though too brief discussion, 

J.C. Davis asserts that Williams “rejected the infusion of eschatological significance into civil 

structures” and attributes his theory of religious liberty in part to the interplay between 

eschatology and his “incarnational” puritan theology.71 In The Millenarian Piety of Roger 

Williams, W. Clark Gilpin similarly emphasizes the connection between Williams’s 

millenarianism and his ecclesiology, showing how his view that only the return of Christ could 

create a renewed and godly church necessitated the separation of church and state.72 Even in the 

most insightful of studies, however, scholars have largely overlooked or only gestured towards 

 
Religious Freedom. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019). These studies, in large part, respond to common 
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70 See Bejan, “‘When the Word of the Lord Runs Freely’: Roger Williams and Evangelical Toleration” in The Lively 
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and Christopher Grenda (Washington, D.C.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015), and Bejan, Mere Civility, passim. 
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the significance of eschatology to William’s theory of toleration—representing a serious gap in 

our understanding of his political theology.  

 Throughout the seventeenth century—and indeed, since—apocalyptic rhetoric has 

demonstrated an enormous capacity to motivate radical social and political change. In Williams’s 

own time, millenarian arguments were commonly used to justify state control of religious 

doctrine, as in the Massachusetts Bay Colony where Puritans fleeing Anglican persecution 

established their own civil-religious state in anticipation of the imminent millennial kingdom. 

Rather than defending religious establishment and the persecution of dissenters in pursuit of 

eschatological fulfilment, however, a growing number of lay theologians and political thinkers 

began to develop eschatological arguments for the separation of church and state. Drawing on 

the pioneering works of Thomas Helwys and John Murton and responding to the millenarian 

abuses of his contemporaries, Williams found in apocalyptic time the mandate that believers 

must exercise patience towards unbelievers, leaving them to live in the world “until the harvest.” 

Similarly, in his view the millennium—a future perfected earthly kingdom ruled by Christ and 

the saints—proved a source of eschatological hope that eased the burdens of suffering and 

toleration alike. Together, these under-considered features of Williams’s millenarian eschatology 

provide the key impetus and encouragement necessary for believers to persist in the difficult 

practice of toleration.  

 

II. The Politics of the Millennium 

Few concepts have so thoroughly seized the imagination of the devout since the time of 

Christ as the idea of the “millennium”—an irenic, thousand-year kingdom at the end of the 
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world, where the faithful rule alongside God on earth. From the fall of Rome until the late 

medieval period, Christian theology regarding the end times was dominated by the writings of St. 

Augustine of Hippo, who interpreted the eschatological promises of the Bible allegorically rather 

than literally. In the twelfth century, however, the apocalyptic interpretations of the Italian priest 

Joachim of Fiore gave voice to latent chiliasm and provided an outline for the radical 

transformation of society in light of the impending end of the world. Radicalized eschatological 

visions led many early modern groups—from the followers of Savonarola in Florence to the 

Hussites and Taborites of Bohemia—to adopt radical political programs and (often) harness 

violence for the purpose of ushering in a millennial future. In a particularly infamous case, a 

radical sect of German Anabaptists identified the Westphalian city of Münster as “the New 

Jerusalem” and in 1534 staged a violent seizure of the town’s resources. For the next year, the 

rebellion’s leadership communalized property, made Anabaptist rites and worship compulsory, 

and radically transformed the institutions and laws of Münster. Although the city was retaken 

some eighteen months later, and the rebellion’s leaders summarily executed, the spectre of 

Münster’s radical millenarian violence lived long in the European imagination.  

  Whereas millenarianism was primarily confined to fringe cults and extremist sects 

during the medieval period, the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw millenarian sentiments 

spread like wildfire among even the most magisterial Protestant reformers. The 1560 Geneva 

Bible described its readers as “them that love the coming of Christ Jesus our Lord,” and the 

editorial notes of subsequent editions clearly articulated a prophetic and millenarian vision 

applicable to European society broadly.73 John Foxe, the Marian Exiles, and Bishop James 

 
73 The Bible and Holy Scriptures Conteyned in the Olde and Newe Testament (Geneva, 1560).   
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Ussher all contributed to the popularization of millenarian views in English Protestant theology. 

A “millenarian frenzy” overtook British public culture during the early seventeenth century; by 

the English Civil War, it was not so much a question of whether you were a millenarian as it was 

a question of what kind of millenarian you were.74 

 As in most periods of apocalyptic fervor, the social and political tumult of the Civil War 

gave ample opportunity for the misuse of millenarian rhetoric. In a 1641 exegesis of Revelation 

19:6, the Puritan Thomas Goodwin wrote of the impending collapse of worldly kingdoms, and 

the duty of believers in tearing down their fortresses: “Let Babylon fall, let Jerusalem rise, and 

Christ reigne in his glory; this is the voice of all the Saints this day … Blessed is he that dasheth 

the Brats of Babylon against the stones: Blessed is hee that hath any hand in pulling down 

Babylon.”75 The aim of Goodwin’s exegetical “exercise,” he admits, was to explain “how we are 

to further” the destruction of Babylon and the establishment of Christ’s reign. This theme is 

repeated in a fast-day sermon delivered by Stephen Marshall before Parliament the following 

year: “If this worke be to revenge Gods Church against Babylon, he is a blessed man that takes 

and dashes the little ones against the stones.”76 From the Westminster Assembly and Long 

Parliament to the followers of Cromwell and the Fifth Monarchy Men, eschatology was, without 

fail, used to justify partisan political wrangling. At the same time that Puritans justified violent 

 
74 For an excellent outline of the main contours of protestant millenarianism and eschatological rhetoric, see 

Crawford Gribben, The Puritan Millennium: Literature and Theology, 1550-1682 (2nd Edition). (Colorado Springs: 

Wipf and Stock, 2008) and Christopher Hill, Antichrist in Seventeenth-Century England (revised edition), (London: 

Verso, 1990 [1971]). 
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Time (London, 1645), 79-80.  
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resistance to the Monarch and prelacy on eschatological grounds, they used fear of apocalyptic 

violence to justify excluding nonconformists from toleration. Numerous tracts and pamphlets 

attempted to connect the nascent English Baptist congregations with the horrors of Anabaptist 

Münster, with some success.77 The central task of the English Baptists became distancing 

themselves from the continental Anabaptists and disavowing their radical political agenda.78  

 To many contemporary scholars—like their early modern counterparts—millenarian 

eschatology appears prone to the spiritual and political anarchism that marked the experience of 

Münster. Beginning with Norman Cohn’s The Pursuit of the Millennium, a long line of studies 

have shown how millenarian doctrines often become ascendant during periods of social and 

political upheaval, crystallizing the hopes of the downtrodden and disadvantaged in a coherent 

political agenda.79 These studies have continued to cast doubt on the possibilities of political 

millenarianism, instead drawing direct connections between it and outbreaks of popular violence. 

On these readings, millenarian or apocalypse-infused movements may threaten the stability of 

the polis—whether it be a medieval monarchy or contemporary pluralistic liberal society.80 

 
77 Particularly notable among such publications are the anonymous pamphlets A Warning for England, especially for 

London; in the famous History of the frantick Anabaptists, their wild Preachings and Practices in Germany 

(London, 1642) and A Short history of the Anabaptists of high and low Germany (London, 1642), as well as Thomas 

Bakewell’s 1644 A Confutation of the Anabaptists, and all others who affect not civill government (London, 1644). 
78 The 1644 First London Confession of Faith, a doctrinal statement endorsed by the representatives of Calvinistic 

English Baptist congregations, identifies itself as the work of “those Churches which are commonly (though falsly) 

called Anabaptists.” 

 
79 Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium: Revolutionary Messianism in Medieval and Reformation Europe 

and Its Bearing on Modern Totalitarian Movements (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1961); William Lamont, 

Godly Rule: Politics and Religion, 1603-1660 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1969); Marjorie Reeves, Joachim of 
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Traditions in the Middle Ages (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998); Richard Landes, Heaven on Earth: 

The Varieties of Millennial Experience (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). 

 
80 For a non-exhaustive sampling of those who see millenarianism as either confirmed or potential threat, see Eric 
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Today it remains conventional academic wisdom that the gripping millenary visions of radical 

religion have a dangerous tendency to produce the bitter fruits of intolerance and violence.81 

 Such accounts of the political implications of millenarianism often err in their failure to 

fully recognize important differences across eschatological doctrines. Christian eschatology is 

not monolithic, nor is it easily simplified. Given the enduring relevance of eschatology to 

politics, the literature is replete with attempts to provide taxonomies of eschatological fervor. 

Not all popular millenarian movements, however, require the reordering and purification of 

society through ritualized violence like that of Münster. Many remain adamantly personal rather 

than political in nature—focusing on the spiritual significance of the millennium in the lives of 

believers. Others still draw political inspiration from the millennium, while distancing 

themselves from the shocking abuses of revolutionary chiliasm. Accordingly, some scholars are 

more sanguine regarding the possibilities of millennial politics. The German theologian Jürgen 

Moltmann for one has offered a helpful schema in differentiating forms of political 

millenarianism. According to Moltmann, the disastrous millenarian politics described by Cohn 

and others stem from an impulse that seeks radical social transformation in pursuit of the 

millennium—a conviction he terms historical millenarianism, as exemplified by Münster. Yet 

there is an alternative to this activist eschatology. Rather than seeking to establish the kingdom 
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of God on earth through radical social change, Moltmann suggests, eschatological 

millenarianism projects the expectation of a reign of the saints into a future beyond human 

reach.82 Eschatological millenarianism, he writes, underpins an ethos of “hope in resistance, in 

suffering, and in the exiles of this world.”83 Taken as a blueprint for revolutionary 

transformation, millenarian politics may lead to catastrophic violence, but “incorporated in 

eschatology” and projected into the future, it “gives strength to survive and to resist.”84 

 Moltmann’s distinction between historical and eschatological millenarianism proves 

useful in examining the millenarian ideologies of the early modern period, shifting the focus of 

analysis towards the role that the millennium plays in motivating political imagination, and in 

turn, political action. A certain type of eschatological politics, appropriately bounded and 

restrained, may actually produce valuable goods, including, in Glenn Tinder’s words, “an 

intellectual summit from which the realities and imperatives of man’s political situation can be 

viewed comprehensively.”85 But even then, apocalypticism is not without risk. In a well-received 

recent monograph, Alison McQueen outlines both the promise and peril of apocalyptic rhetoric. 

According to McQueen, apocalyptic rhetoric can contextualize political, social, or natural 

disaster, and provide moral clarity for those who live in difficult times. At the same time, 

however, it can breed disillusioned withdrawal from public affairs or unrestrained violent 
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extremism.86 Thus some eschatological thinkers, McQueen argues, may attempt a strategy of 

“redirection,” “drawing on the rhetorical and imaginative resources of apocalypticism to combat 

its enthusiastic excesses.”87 The great threat of apocalyptic narrative, however, is that in 

promising a future beyond conflict, it threatens the end of politics. McQueen cautions against 

leaving powerful apocalyptic rhetoric unalloyed, and argues for the necessity of a “tragic” 

sensibility, which is sensitive to the limits of both human action and political arrangements.88 

 Moltmann, Tinder, and McQueen are alike in recognizing the political potential inherent 

in the vivid imagery and rhetoric of eschatology, as well as the threat of intolerant radicalism. 

Few, however, have explicitly considered the connection between millenarian ideologies and the 

early modern genesis of religious toleration. The millenarian arguments for toleration, where 

they exist, are often interpreted in light of evangelical hopes of worldwide conversion (as in 

Richard Popkin’s “benign egalitarian millenarianism”).89 There is, however, a rich and under-

examined history of millenarian arguments for toleration, including in the works of Roger 

Williams. It was amid the apocalyptic frenzy of the English Civil War that Williams completed 

and published his best-known defense of toleration, The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution for Cause 

of Conscience, which is replete with eschatological rhetoric. Yet Williams’s millenarianism was 

decidedly at odds with the equally millenarian politics of John Cotton, the Westminster 
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Assembly, and the anti-tolerationism polemicists of the time. Unlike these contemporaries, 

Williams deftly avoided the tendency to assume that Christ’s kingdom on earth could be ushered 

in by decisive human action, thereby eschewing the political and eschatological violence of other 

theories. Instead, rather than providing millenarian justifications for religious establishment and 

suppression of dissent, Williams articulated a patient and hopeful political eschatology that 

exemplifies what Moltmann terms “eschatological millenarianism.” By seizing millenarian 

rhetoric and redirecting the powerful hopes of eschatological optimism, Williams constructed a 

justification for the patient exercise of toleration as manifested in both “soule freedom” and the 

disestablishment of religion. By placing the millennium beyond the reach of human action, 

Williams avoids the threat of immanentization and violence. However, by retaining the 

millennium as an image of the restored church beyond Christ’s parousia, he also offers hope to 

the faithful as they pursue civil peace within society. In doing so, Williams manages to tie 

millenarian themes to the support of toleration, while avoiding the most dangerous dimensions of 

apocalyptic ideology.  

 

III. Millenarian Precursors to the Thought of Roger Williams 

 Williams’s use of eschatology in defense of toleration places him in sharp contrast with 

the harshly intolerant historical millenarianism of Münster and Westminster alike. Williams was 

not alone, however, in his tolerationist rejection of this impulse. Some decades before, the early 

Baptist thinkers Thomas Helwys and John Murton had begun to pioneer a distinctive 

eschatological understanding of church-state relations that would necessitate a clear separation 

between civil and spiritual affairs. While one must be careful not to overly identify Williams 
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with the fledgling Baptist movement he separated from, it is clear that he owed a great 

intellectual debt to these eschatological precursors.90 In developing a robustly eschatological 

political theology, Williams drew heavily on the works of Helwys and Murton, deriving a clear 

conception of the “two swords” of ecclesial and civil power, along with a conviction that 

religious persecution is the work of Antichrist rather than Christ. On this foundation, however, 

Williams built his fully developed eschatological millenarianism, offering unique grounds for the 

practice of toleration. First, he envisioned a world wherein the “garden of the church” was set 

apart from the wilderness of the world by a “hedge of separation,” offering a potent metaphor for 

the disestablishment of religion.91 Second, his ecclesiology redefined popular expectations about 

the nature of the kingdom of God and the expected return of Christ. Though the church and the 

world exist in an intermixed state, Christ will one day return to judge unbelievers and reestablish 

the pure worship of the church, restoring the “hedge of separation” between it and the wilderness 

of the world. While these features of his political thought are generally well-understood, few 

recognize the degree to which they are the product of Williams’s eschatological convictions and 

his critical engagement with the millenarian theologies of his time.92 Drawing on and extending 

 
90 It is markedly difficult to place Williams within a single theological or philosophical tradition. Just as quickly as 

some historians claim him for secular liberalism, other writers identify Williams with the growing Baptist 

theological tradition, referencing his role in founding the first Baptist church in America and his continued rejection 

of infant baptism. Still others, observing that Williams quickly abandoned the Baptist church he established and 

never again belonged to a formal ecclesiastical assembly, characterize him as a “seeker.” While Williams shares 

some traits with each of these groups, none of these definitions capture the complexity of Williams’s legacy. The 

difficulty of identifying Williams with a single denomination has, rather than discouraging such efforts, fomented 

myriad contradicting characterizations. Amid this interpretive confusion, one fact seems clear: Roger Williams was 

Roger Williams—a “righteous schismatic,” as Bejan terms him, a Reformed Protestant theologian whose 

idiosyncrasies separated him from others; a thinker who drew inspiration from a wide variety of sources, just as he 

has, in turn, inspired a wide array of thinkers.  

 
91 For a helpful discussion of the far-reaching political implications of Williams’s theory, see J. N. Rakove, Beyond 

Belief, Beyond Conscience: The Radical Significance of the Free Exercise of Religion (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2020). 
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the millenarian writings of Helwys and Murton, Williams developed an eschatological vision 

that demands the toleration of unbelief until Christ’s return, and articulates the need for patience 

and hope as Christ’s “witnesses in sack-cloth” strive for peace on earth.93  

 

“The Antichrist’s Kingdom” 

 Thomas Helwys is an unlikely hero in the history of early modern toleration. A lay leader 

of the Gainesborough-Scrooby Separatist congregation in England, Helwys helped engineer the 

congregation’s move to Holland in the first years of the seventeenth century, and there authored 

one of the first Baptist confessions of faith.94 While many in the congregation eventually 

emigrated to North America, Helwys instead chose to return to England, bearing the manuscript 

for a treatise entitled A Short Declaration of the Mystery of Iniquity. The treatise, which contains 

one of the most outspoken defenses of religious liberty in the early modern period, would 

continue to exert influence on English dissenters—Williams included—for decades following its 

1612 publication. As Gilpin explains, Williams’s theory of toleration “resulted from religious 

development which existentially reiterated the line of argument” in Helwys’s Mystery of 

Iniquity.95  

 
evidence that he drew deeply from a wide array of theological and historical sources, both ancient and 

contemporary, as he developed his mature political theology. 
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 Helwys wasted no time in invoking eschatological themes. The Mystery of Iniquity 

begins with the suggestion that the apocalyptic prophecies of Scripture foretell events now taking 

place in history—specifically, the reign of Antichrist. The religious intolerance and domination 

of the Roman Catholic Church is both apocalyptic and Antichristian—for “who does not know 

and see that this prophecy [regarding the “Man of Sin”] is fulfilled in that Romish mystery of 

iniquity.”96 The central feature of Antichrist’s reign is civil interference in matters of conscience. 

“The man of sin,” Helwys writes, “will have a kingdom where there shall be mighty power and 

authority over another’s conscience, appointing and compelling men how they shall worship 

their God, and to imprison, to banish, and to cause to die them that resist.”97 Helwys proposes an 

antidote to persecutory domination over conscience, in the form of clearly delineated realms for 

the exercise of spiritual and temporal power. Following language commonly used among both 

Protestants and Roman Catholics to describe church-state relations, Helwys writes that “an 

earthly sword is ordained of God only for an earthly power, and a spiritual sword for a spiritual 

power.”98 Accordingly, the “earthly sword” of the state may only be used to punish offenses 

against the earthly power, while spiritual transgressions may only be punished by the spiritual 

weapons of the church, such as church discipline or excommunication. Whereas many medieval 

 
96 Thomas Helwys and Richard Groves, A Short Declaration of the Mystery of Iniquity, (1611/1612). Hereafter The 

Mystery of Iniquity, (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1998), 12. Helwys’ somewhat tortured prose occasionally 

requires deciphering. Here, “The Man of Sin” refers to an eschatological figure mentioned in 2 Thessalonians 2 and 
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throughout history. Helwys follows many other Protestant theologians in identifying the Papacy as the Antichrist. 

The phrase “mystery of iniquity” is derived from the same passage. Additionally, the adjective “Romish” is used to 

describe things having to do with the Roman Catholic Church. 
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thinkers affirmed the unity of the two “swords” in one governing body, Helwys insists on their 

separation. In the spiritual realm of faith, “the kingdom of Christ, which is heavenly and endures 

forever,” believers voluntarily live as the subjects of Christ their king.99 On earth, however, “no 

sword of [civil] justice [is] at all required or permitted to smite any for refusing Christ.”100 

 According to Helwys, civil authority must be strictly limited to punishing civil wrongs. 

The monarch’s power, he explains, is only for “the well-governing and ruling of a king’s state 

and kingdom, which is worldly and must fade away.”101 Helwys echoes this conviction in an 

inscription written in the frontispiece of a copy of The Mystery of Iniquity, which he personally 

dispatched to King James I, an impertinence that secured for him lodging in the Tower of 

London: “The king is a mortall man and not God, therefore [he] has no power over the immortal 

soules of his subjects.”102 Here he is likely referencing James I’s speech of 21 March 1610, 

where the King defended  the traditional theory of absolute monarchic authority, reiterating that 

“Kings are not onely Gods Lieutenants upon earth and set upon Gods throne, but even by God 

himself they are called Gods.”103 Against James’s absolutism (and his hope to leave a legacy of a 

unified kingdom and religion in Great Britain) Helwys goes on to limit the authority of the king 

to civil affairs only. Notably, his argument does not advocate the supremacy of the secular: 

instead, the civil kingdom is subordinate to the spiritual kingdom of Christ, where the King of 

England and the pauper are fellow-citizens. Thus, Helwys’s separation between the secular and 
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spiritual realms guarantees the freedom of the church from political interference and corruption, 

presaging Williams’s plea for a “hedge of separation” between church and state. 

 Those who breach this separation risk grave spiritual harm. “What greater evil can be 

committed against Christ?” asks Helwys, than to allow temporal powers to infringe upon his 

spiritual kingdom? This usurpation of Christ’s right to rule his church is, he contends, the 

fulfilment of apocalyptic prophecy. “Therein lies the depth of the mystery of iniquity of the man 

of sin,” he explains, “in taking wholly from him [Christ] his power, and yet professing his 

name.”104 Earthly monarchs who profess Christianity, yet wield civil power to punish purely 

spiritual errors reveal themselves to be Antichristian. In a bitter twist, he goes on to argue, those 

who aim to establish the kingdom of Christ on earth usurp Christ’s own throne.  

 Helwys’s use of apocalyptic rhetoric raises the stakes of religious and political dispute, 

by identifying his ideological opponents as the servants of Antichrist. However, his fiery rhetoric 

does not exclude the possibility of tolerating even the “anti-Christian” adherents of Roman 

Catholicism and the Church of England. So long as those who err spiritually do not violate just 

civil laws, he continues, “let them be heretics, Turkes, Jews, or whatsoever, it appertains not to 

the earthly power to punish them in the least measure.”105 Though Helwys asserts that 

Catholicism is “dangerously opposite to the Kingdom of Christ,” he nevertheless insists that the 

civil authority bears the same amount of authority over the Catholic conscience as the Baptist—

“none at all.”106 In so arguing, Helwys goes further than many proponents of a limited toleration. 

 
104 Helwys and Groves, The Mystery of Iniquity, 53. 

 
105 Helwys and Groves, The Mystery of Iniquity, 53. Here “Turkes” is a term generically used to refer to Muslims, due  

to the expansion of the Ottoman Empire into Eastern Europe in the century prior.  
106 Helwys and Groves, The Mystery of Iniquity, 53.  
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As Robert Louis Wilken writes, Helwys’s work was “not simply a defense of the rights of 

Christian nonconformists” but a principled argument respecting the value and importance of 

conscience to all people, regardless of their faith.107 

 Helwys’s groundbreaking argument for toleration, despite its apocalyptic rhetoric, does 

not explicitly outline a future millennium. However, his identification of the Roman Catholic 

Church and the Church of England as the first and second “Beasts” of Revelation firmly situates 

his vision of the church within an apocalyptic period of persecution prior to the second coming. 

In the interim, Helwys notes “a true pattern” wherein “the people of God are persecuted when 

the civil power does judge the cause of their faith and profession in their religion to God.”108 

Rather than seizing power to reform the contrary-minded, the faithful are exhorted by Christ’s 

example to “instruct with meekness, and by preaching the word, seek their conversion, with all 

longsuffering, and not to destroy them by severe punishments.”109 In short, the church must not 

win souls by coercion, but instead demonstrate patience and longsuffering as it seeks to win 

souls with words—a rule that “shall never be disannulled or made void while the heavens and the 

earth endure.”110 

 

 

 

 
107 Wilken, Liberty in the Things of God, 141.  

 
108 Helwys and Groves, The Mystery of Iniquity, 58.  

 
109 Helwys and Groves, The Mystery of Iniquity, 58.  

 
110 Helwys and Groves, The Mystery of Iniquity, 58-59.  
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“Until the Harvest” 

 This last theme of eschatological patience—of waiting in the world “while the heavens 

and the earth endure”—is more fully elaborated in the writings of Helwys’s protégé John 

Murton. Specifically, eschatological patience forms the crux of Murton’s A Most Humble 

Supplication to the Kings Majesties, written in invisible ink during Murton’s confinement in 

Newgate Prison and smuggled out by a sympathizer for publication in 1621. The tract eventually 

made its way to New England, attracting the attention of John Cotton, Williams’s most 

prominent critic in Boston, and then Williams himself. Murton’s influence on Williams is clear: 

the Humble Supplication, along with Cotton’s response to it, are reprinted in the first section of 

The Bloudy Tenent, together with Williams’s extensive comments on both documents.111 Like his 

teacher Helwys, Murton repeats the claim that coercive political rule over conscience is “not of 

Christ, but of Anti-christ” and that political rulers who compel faith “sit in the consciences of 

men, where Christ should sit.”112 Similarly, Murton suggests that the compulsion of conscience 

is a usurpation of Christ’s rightful authority over spiritual matters, and persecuting politicians 

“uphold the Beast, and fight against the Lambe.”113 The persecution of any person “onely for 

cause of conscience,” then, is contrary to Christ’s example and teaching.114 

 
111 The circumstances of the document’s writing are used to great rhetorical effect by Williams. Murton’s defense of 

toleration is “written with milk” (his invisible ink of choice)—"spiritually white, pure and innocent … soft, meeke, 

peaceable and gentle, tending both to the peace of Soules, and the peace of States and Kingdomes.” Cotton’s 

answer, defending persecution for cause of conscience, is “returned in bloud.” (Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 61-62).  

 
112 John Murton, A Most Humble Supplication to the Kings Majesties. (London: 1621). (Hereafter Humble 

Supplication), 2. 

 
113 Murton, Humble Supplication, 34. 

 
114 Murton, Humble Supplication, 4.  
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 Murton makes extensive reference to the parable of the wheat and the tares related in the 

gospel of Matthew.115 In this parable, Jesus describes faithful believers as wheat planted in a 

field while unbelievers grow up alongside them as tares—weeds that look similar to wheat until 

maturity. Murton instructs both ecclesiastical and civil governments that they must “doe as God 

directeth you in his Word, that cannot lie: Let the wheat and tares grow together in the world 

until the Harvest.”116 Significantly, he argues that the parable teaches that “repentance must 

continually be waited for” and that “the worldly weapons, of earthly Kingdome cannot 

accomplish the things of Christ’s Kingdome.”117 

 Murton interprets the parable to bolster Helwys’s main arguments: that the civil authority 

possesses no rightful authority over spiritual affairs (“the kings of Nations have no command at 

all to destroy the bodies of the contrarie minded, they are forbidden to plucke up the tares.”), and 

that the church’s primary duty is to display patience towards unbelievers while spreading the 

gospel through peaceful evangelism.118 Even those who are avowed unbelievers must be 

tolerated, as no one is beyond the possibility of reform or salvation. Yet neither Helwys nor 

Murton equivocate about the coming judgment of God. Punishment for unbelief is not within the 

rightful purview of earthly institutions, but is a matter of divine prerogative, deferred “untill the 

end of this world.”119 In the meantime, Murton suggests, “the servants of the Lord must not 

 
115 Matthew 13:24-30. The word translated commonly as “tare” or “weed” is taken to refer to darnel ryegrass (lolium 

temulentum), a common weed that may be difficult to distinguish from wheat until mature.  

 
116 Murton, Humble Supplication, 4. 

 
117 Murton, Humble Supplication, 24.  

 
118 Murton, Humble Supplication, 34.  

 
119 Murton, Humble Supplication, 23.  
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strive, but be gentle towards all men, Suffering the evill instructing them with meeknesse that are 

contrary minded.”120 

 The millennial turn in early modern politics introduced new challenges for those who, 

like Helwys and Murton, articulate defenses of toleration from eschatological principles. Many 

branches of Protestantism, following the historical millenarian tendency, sought to use the power 

of civil government to protect the purity of Christian doctrine, establish a state-sanctioned 

church, and censor blasphemous or heretical works—all in pursuit of creating the conditions 

necessary for the foundation of the millennial kingdom.121 Despite their eschatological language, 

however, neither Helwys nor Murton focus on the political character of a future millennial 

kingdom. To these writers, the millennium is a spiritual matter, under the domain of—and to be 

established by—Christ rather than civil authority. Judgment and spiritual rule—the primary 

features of Christ’s millennial return—are solely the purview of Christ and will only be 

precipitated by Christ’s parousia.  

 While some millenarians used eschatological tropes to support expansive state power, 

others—like the continental Anabaptists—drew a radical revolutionary agenda from millenarian 

eschatology. Helwys, who himself had met with continental Anabaptists in Holland, found it 

necessary to combat claims that efforts to promote religious toleration were thinly-veiled 

attempts to weaken state authority and foment revolution. In this regard, he makes reference to 

many historical instances of toleration, concluding that “difference in religion could never be 

 
120 Murton, Humble Supplication, 23-24.  

 
121 Further evidence of the historical millenarian tendency of the Presbyterian movement during the Westminster 

Assembly may be seen in George Gillespie’s A Sermon Preached Before the Honourable House of Commons at 

Their Late Solemn Fast (London: 1644).  
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proved sedition against the state.”122 Murton likewise devotes an entire section of his Humble 

Supplication to making the historical and theoretical argument that toleration is not antithetical to 

the peace of the state. More saliently, both thinkers make it abundantly clear that they do not 

request any exemption from the normal civil authority of the state, instead stating that “we onely 

desire that God might have that which is his, which is the heart and soule, in that worship which 

hee requireth.”123 The freedom of conscience does not negate the just authority of civil 

authorities in civil matters, Murton concludes, and those who fail to pay due obedience in civil 

matters are to “beare their burden” and may be punished.124 Thus both Helwys and Murton 

cement the distinction between civil and spiritual authority on earth, without negating the rightful 

jurisdiction of either. By carefully adjudicating between civil and spiritual authorities, Helwys 

and Murton distance themselves from the radical millenarians who would see the two authorities 

combined.  

 

IV. The Eschatological Toleration of Roger Williams 

 Roger Williams’s political theory of religious liberty represents, in a number of ways, a 

continuation and critical reevaluation of a thread of political theology developed in the earlier 

works of Helwys and Murton. In The Bloudy Tenent and other works, Williams elevates a shared 

appeal to eschatology that provides a compelling framework for the practice of religious 

toleration. His eschatological millenarianism jointly offers powerful motivation for the practice 

 
122 Helwys and Groves, The Mystery of Iniquity, 62. 

 
123 Murton, Humble Supplication, 4. 

 
124 Murton, Humble Supplication, 4.  
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and sustenance of religious toleration, while demanding not only toleration, but a clear 

disestablishment of religion.  

Fittingly, given his commitment to toleration, Williams lived a life marked by what today 

could be called civil discourse. Aside from A Key Into the Languages of America (itself the 

product of a stay with the Narragansett people), most of his prominent works take the form of 

direct, specific, and public responses to correspondence from his critics and ideological 

opponents. The discursive aspect of his intellectual life is seen clearly in The Bloudy Tenent of 

Persecution, where three separate yet interlocking discourses come together. First, Williams is 

responding to correspondence from the Boston Congregationalist John Cotton, his most faithful 

critic. This correspondence is nested within a larger dialogue, where Williams defends and 

extends the arguments contained in Murton’s Humble Supplication against Cotton’s charges. In 

doing so, he demonstrates his intellectual indebtedness to Murton’s thesis while rearticulating 

key parts of his argument to respond to new challenges to the theory of toleration. Finally, The 

Bloudy Tenent itself is written as a dialogue between two fictive characters named Truth and 

Peace. The relationship between Truth and Peace frames the fundamental puzzle of faith and 

politics.  

 Truth and Peace, Williams suggests, are often placed at odds in politics—as is 

demonstrated in the spurious claim that religious toleration threatens the peace of the civil state. 

The “most sober” of witnesses to Truth, he writes, are accused of being enemies of the peace, 

“contentious, turbulent, seditious.”125 While Helwys and Murton defended toleration from the 

charge that it foments civil unrest, Williams goes further in concluding that the tension between 

 
125 Roger Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 58.  
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truth and peace can, in fact, only be resolved by religious toleration. The arguments offered in 

Murton’s Humble Supplication, he writes, offer a solution to the problem of “Nations and 

Peoples slaughtering each other for their several respective Religions and Consciences,” by 

reconciling Truth and Peace in the near term and foreshadowing their eventual and permanent 

reunification in the long run, when “the most high Eternall Creatour, shall gloriously create New 

Heavens and New Earth.”126 The unusual pairing of eschatological hope and the separation of 

church and state holds the key to securing civil and religious peace on earth.  

 The connection between these principles is made clear by Williams’s use of an 

agricultural analogy. Whereas Murton introduced the parable of the wheat and the tares as an 

analogue to toleration, Williams relates this toleration directly to final things—specifically, the 

Last Judgment. Rather than propound an enlightened relativism, he remained confident that 

unbelievers would be condemned to eternal perdition. However, physical punishment for 

spiritual error is solely the prerogative of God, and so the tares must be left in the field until 

Christ returns to harvest his crop. Rather than forestall Christ’s right to sit in judgment, toleration 

must be extended “so long as till the Angels the Reapers come to reape the Harvest in the end of 

the world.”127 The deferment of God’s judgment not only helps ensure that faithful believers are 

not punished mistakenly, but permits the future reconciliation of unbelievers to the Gospel. As 

Murton wrote some years earlier, if unbelievers who “come [to Christ] not at the first” are 

destroyed by civil authority for their unbelief, “then should they never come, but be 

prevented.”128 Williams likewise suggests that unbelievers must be tolerated in the present 

 
126 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 62; 56. 

 
127 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 100.  

 
128 Murton, Humble Supplication, 24. 
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(notwithstanding their future condemnation by a righteous God), for “he that is a Briar, that is, a 

Jew, a Turke, a Pagan, an Anti-christian to day, may be (when the Word of the Lord runs freely) 

a member of Jesus Christ to morrow cut out of the wilde Olive, and planted into the true.”129 

 Williams’s refusal to collapse the eschatological future into the present is essential to his 

theory of toleration, as the distance between the present and the parousia provides the necessary 

space for the practice of toleration. According to Gilpin, Williams believed the church to exist in 

“the wilderness condition,” a sort of spiritual wasteland in which apostacy is common and 

faithfulness rare.130 Yet, as an association of believers, the church may reside in a cultivated 

garden that is—or ought to be—separated from the wilderness by a “hedge of separation.” 

Carefully weeded and tended by the Holy Spirit and ecclesial powers, a church-garden with an 

intact hedge may be kept relatively pure and free of heretics, schismatics, unbelievers, and 

worldly influence, casting out those “Antichristian idolators, extortioners, covetous, &c. … the 

obstinate in sinne.” Even so, they may only be punished with spiritual weapons and “many 

degrees of gentle admonition in private and publique, as the case requires.”131  However, the 

internal self-discipline of the church cannot extend to the world outside its orders: “If the weeds 

be kept out of the Garden of the Church,” he writes, “the Roses and Lilies therein will flourish, 

notwithstanding that weeds abound in the Field of the Civill State.”132 Although Williams 

permits faithful churches to discipline and even exclude from membership those who do not 

affirm the Gospel, he rebuts the idea that “because briars, thornes, and thistles may not be in the 

 
129 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 95. Here Williams alludes to the doctrine of Gentiles being “grafted in” to the “Tree of 

David,” as outlined by the Apostle Paul in Romans chapter 11.  

 
130 Gilpin, The Millenarian Piety of Roger Williams, 133.  

 
131 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 109-110. 

 
132 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 187.  
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Garden of the Church, therefore they must all bee pluckt up out of the Wildernesse.”133 The 

ecclesial power of the church over purely spiritual error, like the civil authority of the state over 

civil issues, is “not suspended unto the coming of the Angels.”134 

 Williams ardently desired purity in the church. At the same time, he believed that many 

Christian leaders had by “unknowing zeale” repeatedly torn down the hedge of protection that 

prevents the wilderness from overcoming the church. In “maintaining their Religion by the 

materiall [civil] Sword … by degrees the Gardens of the Churches of Saints were turned into the 

Wildernesse of whole Nations, until the whole World became Christian or Christendome.”135 

Williams repeats in a new metaphor Helwys’s concern that well-meaning Christian leaders, by 

seeking to establish the Kingdom of God through force, rob Christ of his Kingdom. Throughout 

history, Williams suggests, Christians have been successful in spreading “Christendome”—with 

little care given to the corrupting influence that temporal power poses to the spiritual health of 

the church. When the church attempted to make the whole field of the world into a garden, it 

removed the boundary that made it distinct from the fields of the world. When Christians 

“opened a gap between the Garden of the Church and the Wilderness of the world,” God 

responded in wrath and “broke down the wall it selfe, removed the Candlestick, &c. and made 

his Garden a Wildernesse, as at this day.”136 

 
133 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 95.  

 
134 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 110. 

 
135 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 184. 

 
136 Williams, Mr. Cotton’s Letter Lately Printed, Examined, and Answered. (Hereafter Mr. Cotton’s Letter … 

Examined) in The Complete Writings of Roger Williams (1654) (New York: Russell and Russell, 1963), 392. 

Williams here references the letter to the church of Ephesus in Revelation 2, where God threatens to “remove thy 

candlestick” if the church does not repent of their sin in leaving their “first love.” Williams makes liberal use of the 

2nd and 3rd chapters of Revelation, unlike Murton and Helwys. The Christian church in history has, like the 

Ephesian church of Revelation 2, abandoned their first love in preferring civil power to spiritual purity.  
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 While Williams admitted the existence of both faithful witnesses and small assemblies of 

true believers dispersed throughout the wilderness, he doubted the purity (and apostolic 

authority) of all extant denominations—an ecclesial suspicion that led him to separate first from 

the Anglican communion, and later from the Baptist church in Providence. Scattered throughout 

the wilderness and intermingled with the world, Christians are bound to display patience towards 

unbelievers. Like Helwys and Murton, Williams warns Christians to expect persecution, but to 

“follow and be like [Christ] in doing, in Suffring.”137 In fact, the posture of the church towards 

persecution distinguishes faithful from false Christians: “It be a marke of the Christian Church to 

bee persecuted,” he writes, “and of the Antichristian or false Church to persecute.”138 The 

church’s pursuit of comfort in the arms of temporal power has exhibited a corrosive effect on 

faith. As Williams reminds John Cotton, it was “downe beds of ease,” rather than frigid prison 

cells, that led to the spiritual collapse of Christianity.139 

 Despite these warnings, Williams knew that not all Christians would resist the urge to 

wield civil power over spiritual matters. Some might hope to “expell that fog or mist of Errour, 

Heresie, Blasphemy, (as is supposed) with Swords and Guns.”140 However, the very nature of 

saving faith precludes civil coercion. Punishment cannot produce faith, but only “a carnall 

repentance” and a false show of hypocritical piety—the very things that destroyed the purity of 

the church.141 As Williams concludes, “tis Light alone, even Light from the bright Sunne of 

 
137 Williams, Mr. Cottons’s Letter … Examined, 317.  

 
138 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 191.  

 
139 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 187.  

 
140 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 81. 

 
141 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 138.  
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Righteousnesse, which is able, in the soules and consciences of men to dispel and scatter such 

fogges and darknesse.”142 Until God “open[s] the eyes of blind sinners, their soules shall lie fast 

asleep.”143 As true faith is conditioned on the spiritual intervention of God, Christians who hope 

to see true Christianity spread only have recourse to the methods of “Martyrs or Witnesses, 

standing before the Lord, and testifying his holy Truth during all the Reign of the Beast.”144 

 Williams’s account of the church’s history since its first medieval dalliances with 

Antichristian methods is decidedly dismal. The practice of patience—both in suffering and in 

refraining from persecuting unbelievers—seems difficult in the trials and challenges of the 

wilderness condition. However, Williams articulates a clear hope in the second coming of Christ, 

who will “restore his Garden and Paradice again,” reaping a harvest of faithful believers who 

would in turn reign alongside him in a world of perfected worship, justice, and peace.145 Only 

then, at the time of his return, will Christ restore the hedge of protection between church and 

state and transplant “all that shall be saved out of the world … unto his Church or Garden.”146 

Then, the faithful shall “See him [Christ], raigne with him, eternally admire him, and enjoy him 

when he shortly comes.”147 It follows that patience is enabled and emboldened by hope in 

Christ’s return and subsequent restoration of pure worship. Lest one forget the tenor of 

Williams’s conviction, however, he suggests that Christians possess a “consolation” in suffering 

 
142 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 81.  

 
143 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 138.  

 
144 Williams, The Bloudy Tenent Yet More Bloudy, in The Complete Writings of Roger Williams (New York: Russell 

and Russell, 1963), 383.  

 
145 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 187; 184.  
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and patience: when the angelic reapers take in the harvest, they will “binde them [the tares] into 

bundles, and cast them into the everlasting burnings.”148 As Christ returns in judgment and 

establishes his kingdom on earth, the Antichrist and all who follow him will “drink of the Wine 

of the wrath of God.”149 Christians are able—and required—to display toleration precisely 

because they know that God will one day sit in judgment over unbelievers. John Coffey 

summarizes this peculiar turn in the thought of Helwys and Williams, writing of how “God’s 

tolerance would one day run out, but that of the saints must not. Their God may have been no 

liberal, but they themselves had to be.”150 

 To those with modern sensibilities, it is tempting to explain Williams’s fiery rhetoric as 

only incidental to his theory of toleration, claiming instead that modern conceptions of equality 

and respect are the foundation of Williams’s toleration, and that his theological commitments are 

merely the trappings of his time and culture. However, it is precisely these theological 

convictions that underpin Williams’s commitment to religious liberty. Rather than seizing 

political power to impose spiritual conformity on unbelievers, Williams believed that even those 

he considered his spiritual opposites must be tolerated until the end of the world: “the patience of 

God is, and the patience of Men ought to be exercised towards them.”151 He underscores the 

critical role of patience in the final sentences of The Bloudy Tenent, as Truth and Peace are 

finally joined by a third figure, “Our Sister Patience, whose desired company is as needful as 

 
148 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 104. Here Williams directly follows the explanation of the parable in Matthew 13:30; 

36-43 which clearly states that heaven-sent angels will bring in the harvest, not earthly actors.  

 
149 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 113.  

 
150 Coffey, ““Puritanism and Liberty Revisited: The Case for Toleration in the English Revolution,” The Historical 

Journal 41, no. 4 (December 1998),” 981.  
151 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 119.  
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delightfull.”152 In the practice of toleration, patience is desired, delightful, and absolutely 

necessary. The commitment to patience, more than anything, distinguishes the eschatological 

millenarianism of Williams from the chiliasm of the Radical Reformation. Rather than 

attempting to immanentize the eschaton or establish the millennial kingdom by force, toleration 

is secured by the firm belief that the domain of conscience is fundamentally and irrevocably 

separated from the rightful scope of political authority, as well as by the conviction that 

eschatological fulfilment and restoration is to be established by divine intervention alone. Then, 

at Christ’s parousia, shall the kingdom of God come in material as well as spiritual form. This 

eschatological hope underpins Williams’s account of toleration, for only one who is certain that 

weeds will not finally choke out the true crop can commit to leaving them untouched until the 

harvest. As Truth opines, Christ will one day return in triumph and judgment, but “till then, both 

Thou and I must hope, and wait.”153 To hope and to wait are the key duties of the faithful 

believer in the wilderness of the world—and each are undergirded by a confidence that one day, 

hopes will be fulfilled and patience rewarded. The psychic burdens of toleration are eased by 

hope in a future rectification of current wrongs.  

 Finally, Williams outlines the proper relationship between church and state in the 

“wilderness condition” of the pre-parousia world. Here, he makes demands that extend far 

beyond mere toleration. Echoing Helwys and Murton’s distinction between rightful civil and 

spiritual authorities, Williams says that believers ought not to “be restrained from the true, or 

constrained to false Worship, and yet without breach of the Civill or Citie-peace.”154 While the 

 
152 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 424-425.  
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hedge remains broken down and the church lies intermingled with the world, “Gods people may 

lawfully converse and cohabit in Cities, Townes, &c.” and may strive alongside unbelievers to 

fulfil the duties of citizenship.155 The “Kingdome of God below,” the visible church, “must 

necessarily be mingled and have converse” with the civil world “unlesse she will goe out of the 

World (before Christ Jesus her Lord and Husband send for her home into the Heavens…”156 

Rather than seeking to establish a mere permission of dissenting worship within a society that 

still privileges a specific denomination, Williams clearly separates the two kingdoms. 

“Jerusalem from above is not materiall and Earthly, but Spirituall,” he writes, emphasizing the 

spiritual nature of the Kingdom of Christ. By contrast, “Materiall Jerusalem is not more the 

Lords citie then Jericho, Ninivie, or Babell.”157 The doctrine that the spiritual and civil states—

"the Church and Commonweale”—are intimately connected is “a witty, yet a most dangerous 

Fiction of the Father of Lies.”158 This lie, “that old dreame of Jew and Gentile, that the Crowne 

of Jesus will consist of outward material gold, and his Sword be made of iron or steele” is “the 

overturning and rooting up the very foundation and roots of all true Christianity.”159 Williams’s 

primary concern lies with the purity of the church and its worship, and the corruption entailed by 

excessive entanglement in civil affairs.  

 The divorce between civil and spiritual authority, made complete in Williams’s theory, 

requires more than mere toleration or permission—it demands the disestablishment of religion 
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entirely, and the restoration of a hedge or wall of separation between the church and the state.160 

Williams’s unique position in New England permitted him to extend this argument further than 

either Helwys or Murton, who operated within the context of an established church in England. 

Believers, according to Williams, ought to “Pray for the peace of the City,” which may be 

defined in entirely material terms, distinct from the interior peace of the community of faith.161 

Within the earthly city, the “Church or company of worshippers … is like unto a Body or 

Colledge of Physitians in a Citie; like unto a Corporation, Society, or Company of East-Indie or 

Turkie-Merchants.”162 Just like any other secular organization, the church may police its own 

boundaries, doctrines, and membership. However, its authority does not—and cannot—extend to 

civil affairs. At the same time, the civil authority has no authority over spiritual affairs, and may 

only pursue the maintenance of the civil peace. The redemptive arc of Williams’s eschatology is 

primarily a spiritual affair; Williams grants no grand eschatological meaning to the form of civil 

government and imagines a millennium more spiritual than material. So long as the domains of 

civil and spiritual life remain distinctly separate in the interim, believers and unbelievers may 

live together in civil peace. 

 

 

 

 
160 I do not intend to fully flesh out a description of the ethical and institutional demands of Williams’s practice of 

toleration—topics that have been expertly addressed by James Calvin Davis and Teresa Bejan, among others. 

Instead, I aim to elucidate a specific set of reasons and motivations for this practice of toleration. See helpful 

discussions in T. Bejan, Mere Civility; J.C. Davis, The Moral Theology of Roger Williams; Rakove, Beyond Belief, 

Beyond Conscience: The Radical Significance of the Free Exercise of Religion. 
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V. Conclusion 

 Roger Williams’s principled defense of religious toleration prefigured many later 

developments in the theory of toleration, liberty of conscience, and church-state relations. 

However, it has been too easy for scholars to neglect the distinctive theological arguments that 

led to his conclusions, instead anachronistically interpreting his thought in terms of later 

developments in liberal political theory. Yet it was Williams’s eschatological interpretation of 

world history, built on the earlier contributions of John Murton and Thomas Helwys, that formed 

the foundation for his expansive theory of toleration and underpinned the confident practice of 

religious toleration in Rhode Island and Providence Plantations. By tracing these themes and 

influences throughout his work, we can come to appreciate the unique role that millenarianism 

played in his own account of toleration. The centrality of eschatological millenarianism within 

Williams’s practice of toleration should caution us against those who seek to adopt his 

tolerationist conclusions without sharing his unwavering commitment to patience and hope. We 

may find that Williams’s defense of toleration is less secure when rebuilt on different footings. 

Further, Williams’s eschatological defense of toleration broadens our understanding of the 

political implications of millenarianism in early modern political thought—and today. Williams, 

like Murton and Helwys before him, offered a compelling alternative to the apocalyptically-

charged anti-tolerationist rhetoric of his time—a case study in eschatology turned to tolerationist 

ends. In reinterpreting and redirecting the millenarian rhetoric of the day—"fighting apocalypse 

with apocalypse,” to borrow McQueen’s phrase—Williams combatted the most pernicious 
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dimensions of apocalypticism in trans-Atlantic Protestant politics while retaining the powerful 

imagery of the millennium and parousia.163  

 Williams’s political thought deserves close analysis from those who, like him, aspire to 

practice toleration despite challenging circumstances. However, his reliance on eschatology may 

seem to limit his usefulness. As Glenn Tinder noted a half-century ago, many today “find it 

impossible, even if desirable, to accept the kind of religious presuppositions which … [Christian 

eschatology] entails.”164 Moreover, the potential for abuse of millenarian rhetoric—as evidenced 

by so many of Williams’s contemporaries—may caution us against reviving a thoroughly 

eschatological conception of political life. Perhaps eschatological toleration, like Williams, 

belongs to the Separatists and the seventeenth century.  

 These concerns are not easily dismissed. I venture to suggest, however, that Williams’s 

eschatological theory of toleration is of more than mere antiquarian interest. Despite the 

secularization of the modern world, religious faith—even of the millenarian sort—remains 

deeply influential. Even by conservative estimates, there are hundreds of millions of people in 

the world who continue to affirm explicitly Christian eschatological doctrines. Of those, a 

significant number expect Christ’s return to be imminent.165 This is to say nothing of non-

Christian religions that have their own eschatological doctrines.166 Eschatological rhetoric, too, 

 
163 McQueen, Political Realism in Apocalyptic Times, 14. 

 
164 Tinder, “Eschatology and Politics,” 313.  

 
165 A 2010 Pew Research Center survey found that nearly half of self-identified Christians in the United States 

believed that Christ would return by the year 2050. https://www.pewforum.org/2013/03/26/us-christians-views-on-

the-return-of-christ/. A different Pew survey finds that nearly 80 percent of U.S. Christians believe that Christ will 

return to earth in triumph https://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/11/2009/04/religion-politics-

06.pdf. While these numbers represent trends within American Christianity, they are broadly indicative of the 

continued relevance of eschatology in American—and world—religion and politics. 
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remains common, from the obvious (such as the unfortunately-common assertions that President 

Barack Obama was the Antichrist) to the veiled (the secular apocalypses of nuclear holocaust, 

climate change, and automation). Indeed, our own times are not so unlike those in the past; much 

like Williams, we live in a world steeped in eschatological politics. By the same token, just as 

Helwys, Murton, and Williams transformed the eschatological politics of their own day in order 

to promote religious toleration, we are capable of transforming the eschatological politics of our 

own in less totalistic and repressive directions.  

 On this account, Williams’s strategy of eschatological redirection may remain relevant to 

the politics of today. Yet caution is still warranted, for as McQueen writes, “the very features 

that make apocalypticism politically seductive also render it politically unstable”167 Eschatology  

lends a distinctive moral clarity to political conflict, threatening to consume established political 

order within a Manichaean struggle between the self-identified forces of good and evil.168 While 

it may be possible to redirect apocalypticism, McQueen outlines three likely outcomes for such a 

strategy: “full throated embrace of the apocalyptic worldview” leading to violence; withdrawal 

from politics; or defeatist resignation to the fate of the world.169 Williams, however, largely 

avoids each of these errors, placing the compelling themes of apocalyptic conflict and 

millenarian hope within an eschatological narrative that demands patience of believers as they 

remain in the “wilderness condition” of the world. However, this patience is paired with a clear 

 
166 For instance, a 2012 Pew publication finds that a significant number of the followers of Islam in South and 

Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and North Africa believe that the return of the Mahdi is imminent.   

https://www.pewforum.org/2012/08/09/the-worlds-muslims-unity-and-diversity-executive-summary/.  

 
167 McQueen, Political Realism in Apocalyptic Times, 193.  

 
168 McQueen, Political Realism in Apocalyptic Times, 193.  

 
169 McQueen, Political Realism in Apocalyptic Times, 204.  
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hope; a promise that God will not allow sins and injustice to go unpunished forever. If 

eschatology is to produce toleration, both patience and hope are necessary. Without the demands 

of patience, eschatological hopes easily lead to apocalyptic frenzy; conversely, patience without 

hope seems unlikely to motivate anything more than pessimistic withdrawal from political life. 

Williams’s eschatological millenarianism opens the possibility that patience and hope can 

combine to produce a firm commitment to a broad and inclusive conception of toleration. 

Whereas McQueen primarily considers the role of apocalyptic fear in provoking action to 

confront imminent existential crises, Williams’s eschatological hope demands toleration in order 

to maintain peace.170 According to McQueen, “the apocalyptic imaginary holds out the seductive 

promise that difference, disagreement, and conflict can be eliminated.”171 For Williams, 

however, eschatological millenarianism offered the ethical framework necessary to tolerate 

difference, disagreement, and conflict “so long as till the … the end of the world.”172  

 While Williams’s account of toleration may remain convincing on its own terms to those 

who affirm some version of traditional Christian eschatology, it is more difficult to extend his 

insights to secular political ideologies. For Williams, much relies on the juxtaposition of patience 

and hope. Believers are confident that things will “turn out” in the end, and so may forbear error 

even when things appear to be turning out poorly. Absent from much of the secular apocalyptic 

rhetoric of today is this redeeming feature of Williams’s eschatological defense of toleration: the 

conviction that there will be a righting of wrongs, a final judgment, or a positive conclusion to 

our shared history—in a word, hope. Absent too is an attitude of assurance that good will win, 

 
170 McQueen, Political Realism in Apocalyptic Times, 199-205; Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 56; 62; 424-425. 

 
171 McQueen, Political Realism in Apocalyptic Times, 194.  

 
172 Williams, Bloudy Tenent, 100.  
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and that the trials of this world will give way to a better future. The primary secular apocalypses 

of today (from rising tides to rising socioeconomic inequality) may stoke fear and unrest, but 

they do not warrant much hope, and seem unlikely to produce tolerationist ends. Indeed, the 

patience and hope that characterize Williams’s approach to toleration are difficult to maintain 

amid the problems of our modern world. Still, it may be possible to find or make a place for 

these virtues in our contemporary political thought. Roger Williams, writing amid the tumultuous 

apocalyptic politics of the seventeenth century, provided compelling theoretical and practical 

grounds for a patient and hopeful practice of toleration despite many challenges. We would do 

well, amid the tumultuous politics of our own time, to muster up a little more patience and hope 

and so sustain our own commitment to toleration.  
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CHAPTER 4: THE SPIRIT, THE DRAGON, AND THE TREASURY OF THE EARTH: 

REASON, EQUALITY, AND TOLERATION AMONG THE DIGGERS 

 

I. Introduction 

“The business is not worth the writing.” 

In early April 1649, a small group of men assembled on “St. George Hill,” a prominent 

tract of common lands near Walton-on-Thames, in Surrey, and began to plant crops of carrots, 

parsnips, and beans. The “Diggers” (as they soon came to be called) were a loose assemblage of 

local tradesmen, yeomen, and smallholders who hoped to establish a primitive egalitarian 

agricultural commune capable of supporting its own members and perhaps precipitating broader 

economic reforms across England. The Digger movement was catalyzed by a time of immense 

financial crisis: the effects of a broad economic downturn had been compounded by steep 

financial levies required to support the Parliamentary army in the Civil War and several 

successive poor harvests, resulting in the impoverishment of a large number of English 

commoners. These economic maladies were aggravated by the enclosure of the commons, in 

which arable land that had been historically held for common agricultural use was converted to 

private property, obliterating a long-standing source of economic relief for indigent and 

propertyless people and exacerbating the effects of rising inequality.173  

 
173 See E.C.K. Gonner, Common Land and Inclosure (London: MacMillan and Co., 1912); Mark Overton, 

Agricultural Revolution in England: The transformation of the agrarian economy 1500-1850 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1996).  
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While early reports connected the Digger commune to more generalized waves of 

agricultural protest, the project took on its own distinctive identity under the charismatic 

leadership of an agricultural worker and lay theologian named Gerrard Winstanley. At one time a 

London textile merchant, Winstanley had been left bankrupt and penniless after the first English 

Civil War. With the assistance of family members, he traveled to Surrey where he found work as 

a grazier.174 Relatively little is known about his early life, education, or influences. Though 

Winstanley was a prolific writer, he insisted that his ideas were not found in any other text, but 

had come to him directly in a divine revelation received in late 1648 when a “voice in Trance” 

uttered a simple command: “Work Together, Eat Bread together, Declare all this abroad.”175 

This order, he reported, was accompanied by a broader vision demonstrating the evils of 

enclosure, private property, and economic inequality. Within months, Winstanley and the 

Diggers had begun to carry out this vision “by action in digging up the common land.”176  

 In cultivating the commons and pursuing a communal life, Winstanley hoped that the 

Diggers would demonstrate the possibility of a better and more just form of social and economic 

organization, leading to the broad transformation of English society, the vindication of the 

ancient rights of English citizens, and the restoration of Edenic equality. These hopes were 

ultimately left unfulfilled, for though the Diggers promised “meate, drinke, and cloths” for all 

who would join them in their communal agrarian endeavor, the nascent community only lasted a 

 
174 For a biographical outline of Winstanley’s life, see John Gurney, Brave Community: The Digger Movement in the 

English Revolution. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007). 

 
175 Winstanley, The True Levellers Standard Advanced in The Complete Works of Gerrard Winstanley (2 volumes). 

Thomas N. Cornes, Ann Hughes, and David Loewenstein, Eds. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). Hereafter, 

‘WGW, Vol [].’ Vol. II. 14.  

 
176 Winstanley, The True Levellers Standard Advanced in WGW, Vol. II. 15.  
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few months and never grew larger than a few dozen individuals.177 Facing serious—and 

sometimes violent—opposition from locals, the Diggers were forced to relocate from St. George 

Hill to Little Heath in nearby Cobham, where they struggled to win broad support for their 

cause.178 Though several related Digger communities cropped up across the local countryside, 

the movement was all but exhausted within a year. Unlike other radical movements of their time 

such as the Levellers and the Fifth Monarchy Men, the Diggers had little immediate effect on the 

politics of the Interregnum.179 That is not to say that their actions attracted no attention. When 

reports of the project arrived at the Council of State, it dispatched Lord Fairfax, Lord General of 

the Army, to “disperse the people so met, and to prevent the like for the future.”180 Though the 

Council of State noted that the “pretense of their being there … may seem very ridiculous,” 

government officials worried that the radical ideas of the group might cause unrest and so “be a 

beginning whence things of a greater and more dangerous consequence may grow.”181 Despite 

this alarm, first-hand reports were less impressed: as a Captain Gladman tasked with 

investigating the Diggers reported back to Lord Fairfax, “the business is not worth the writing 

nor yet taking notice of.”182 

 
177 Letter of “Captain John Gladman to Lord Fairfax, 19th April, 1649.” 

 
178 Winstanley persistently referred to St. George Hill as merely “George Hill”—no doubt a product of his anti-

clerical sentiments. I retain the more common terminology. 

 
179 David Como, Radical Parliamentarians and the English Civil War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018); 

Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down: Radical Ideas During the English Revolution (London: Penguin 

Books, 2021 [1972]); John Rees, The Leveller Revolution: Radical Political Organisation in England, 1640-1650. 

(London: Verso, 2017). 

 
180 “The Council of State to Lord Fairfax,” 16th April 1649. 
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 Notwithstanding Captain Gladman’s judgment, scholars have long taken notice of the 

Digger “business.” In the same way that historians have looked to the Levellers and the 

Cromwellian Protectorate as watershed moments in the development of modern liberal 

constitutionalism, they have seen Winstanley and the Diggers as providing an early theoretical 

grounding for left-wing and radical democratic movements from the seventeenth century to the 

present.183 In the words of David Petegorsky, the Diggers “bequeathed a legacy of enduring 

value to political thought,” through their “effort to give the age-old vision of a co-operative 

society an adequate theoretical framework.”184 Indeed, most of those who have studied the 

movement have concentrated on Winstanley’s analysis of economic inequality and assault on the 

doctrine of private property.185 In so doing, however, they have largely overlooked what 

Winstanley himself considered his most important contribution to political thinking. Economic 

injustice was for him just one among many faces of temporal tyranny—albeit one that the 

political and material conditions of the 1640s had driven to the forefront of the common 

imagination. Instead, Winstanley offered a unique and complex analysis of the four “Fountaines 

of Tyranny” that afflicted the English people: political power, the authority of the legal 

profession to interpret laws untranslated in the common tongue, the spiritual authority wielded 

by the state church, and the economic power held by landlords. While economic inequality posed 

a critical and urgent crisis in English society, it was the church’s unjust domination of conscience 

 
183 On the political legacy of the Levellers, see Perez Zagorin, How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the 

West. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003); Samuel Gardiner, History of the Great Civil War, 1642-1649. 

1886; (London: republished British Library Historical Print Editions, 2011).  

 
184 Petegorsky, Left-Wing Democracy in the English Civil War. (London: Left Book Club, 1940). 177; 13.  

 
185 See George Juretic, “Digger No Millenarian: The Revolutionizing of Gerrard Winstanley,” Journal of the History 

of Ideas 36, No. 2 (April-June 1975): 263-280.; Nigel Smith, “Gerrard Winstanley and the Literature of Revolution” 

in Winstanley and the Diggers, 1649-1999, Ed., Andrew Bradstock. (Milton Park, Abingdon-on-Thames: Routledge, 

2000); C.H. Hill, The World Turned Upside Down (London: Penguin Books, 2021 [1972]); Lewis Berens, The 

Digger Movement in the Days of the Commonwealth (London: Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent, & Co., 1906);  
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that was, he concluded, “the most dreadfull and terrible of them all,” and “the Father, that begot 

the others.”186 

 In this paper, I evaluate Winstanley’s contribution to the theory of religious toleration. 

For Winstanley, the established church was a principal locus of tyrannical power, subverting the 

fundamental equality in which humans were created and enabling tyrannical abuses throughout 

society.  He placed this analysis of power and persecution within a millenarian eschatological 

framework, presenting a detailed diagnosis of the religious antecedents of social and political 

conflict and a broad justification for the practice of religious toleration. This millenarian 

framework offers an explanation for the persistence of deep disagreement in society and the rise 

of hierarchical forms of domination and oppression. According to Winstanley, tyranny derives 

from the loss of individual liberties of conscience and religion, which in turn precipitates a 

remarkable decay in the rational faculties of people. This decline of reason generates deep 

disagreements in society, along with the inevitable impulse to resolve these conflicts by violence 

and coercion. However, this crisis is not intractable. Instead, he suggests that Christ will one day 

return to rule and reign over the world, leading to a new millennium characterized by the 

restoration of human reason and the spiritual transformation of humankind. This promised 

eschatological fulfilment, Winstanley suggests, provides critical support for the practice of 

toleration. Throughout both his theological and political works, he articulates a clear millenarian 

schema, placing immense faith in the transformative power of Christ’s parousia to redeem and 

restore the absolute liberty of conscience. In the same way, the promised renewal of reason 

offers hope through the practice of toleration. Within this framework, Winstanley’s commitment 

 
186 Winstanley, A New-yeers Gift in WGW, Vol. II. 113. 
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to the Digger commune takes on new significance as an important symbolic and practical act 

prefiguring the eschaton.  

 The argument of this chapter proceeds as follows. In Section II, I address the legacy of 

the Digger movement and Winstanley’s reception among modern historians. I suggest that while 

Winstanley’s economic writings deserve attention, a myopic focus on material considerations 

obscures his significant contributions to the theory of toleration. Instead, I argue that his 

contributions to political thought are best understood through the lens of his enduring 

commitment to millenarian eschatology. In Section III, I outline Winstanley’s account of 

Creation, which highlights the equality that characterized the prelapsarian world. This equality is 

destroyed when covetous leaders attempt to establish laws governing the liberty of conscience 

and persecuting those who do not conform. This persecution produces additional perverse 

outcomes, for when the law forbids worshippers from following their consciences and minds, 

their rational faculties begin to atrophy. Accordingly, Winstanley claims that attempts to enforce 

conformity produce the opposite effect, plunging the world into deep and intractable 

disagreement. In the two sections that follow, I discuss the enduring consequences of this 

rationalistic account of the Fall for human relations. In Section IV, I trace Winstanley’s broader 

account of tyranny, and his analysis of the ‘confederacie’ between oppressive economic, 

political, legal, and ecclesiastical authorities. These institutions work together to maintain and 

entrench their authority. In Section V, I explicate his account of religious toleration. As the Fall 

damaged the human capacity for reason, Winstanley concludes that we must extend patience and 

grace towards those with whom we have deep and seemingly intractable disagreements. 

However, Winstanley offers assurance that the present flawed state of affairs is not beyond hope, 

because Christ will one day return, restoring human reason and inaugurating a new period of 
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peace and equality. Section VI aims to explain the establishment of the Digger commune in light 

of Winstanley’s millenarian political theology. It suggests that the Digger movement was meant 

to serve as an eschatological sign, prefiguring the widespread transformation prophesied in the 

eschaton, and illustrating the Diggers’ commitment to toleration, persuasion, and equality. The 

concluding section reprises a discussion of the relationship between toleration and millenarian 

eschatology, emphasizing the role of confidence and hope in sustaining Winstanley’s 

commitment to toleration. 

 

II. “The True Levellers”  

 Though Winstanley insisted that his ideas were received in direct revelation from God, 

the Digger movement entered a century full of egalitarian and agrarian protest movements. When 

Gerrard Winstanley and his followers occupied St. George Hill in April 1649, initial reports 

connected their actions to earlier agricultural protests against enclosure as well as to radical 

revolutionary elements within the New Model Army. Shortly thereafter, Winstanley, his 

associate William Everard, and thirteen others entered the burgeoning public debate attempting 

to characterize their movement, jointly publishing a pamphlet dispelling rumors about their 

intentions and detailing their beliefs. This tract, The True Levellers Standard Advanced, offers 

the clearest articulation of the Digger philosophy as well as a window into how they understood 

their own actions. Notably, members of the fledgling commune chose to identify themselves as 

“True Levellers,” implying both their affinity with the Leveller movement and their own 

extension or amendment of its political program. The Levellers—as they were called by their 

critics—arose from dissenting forces within the New Model Army. Like many radical 

Roundheads, they questioned the legitimacy of the British monarchy and suggested that systems 
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of hereditary power were the lynchpin of the “Norman Yoke,” a conspiracy on the part of 

William the Conqueror to enslave the British people and rob them of their historical rights. The 

movement promoted a series of reforms, including religious liberty, the expansion of suffrage, 

and the translation of law into the common tongue—themes that resurface as key components of 

the Digger platform.187 Yet the influence of the Levellers had peaked during the 1647 Putney 

Debates, so that by the spring of 1649 other factions had become dominant and prominent 

Leveller leaders had been cashiered from the army or imprisoned.  

Critics of the Leveller movement alleged that it sought to abolish private property and 

“level” all differences in wealth and status—charges that the Levellers themselves vigorously 

denied, contending that they aimed only at more modest legal and political reforms. In 

Winstanley’s view, by contenting themselves with a critique of spiritual and political 

domination, the Levellers turned a blind eye to the pernicious effects of economic inequality. 

Although this oversight might have been excused in a different time, the Civil War, enclosure, 

and other material conditions had left wide swaths of British society in a precarious economic 

position. Thus Winstanley envisioned the Diggers as the inheritors and improvers of the 

democratic legacy of the Levellers.188 Specifically, while sympathetic to the Leveller program, 

he considered it to be woefully incomplete in failing to grasp the relationship between economic 

inequality and other forms of tyrannical domination. Political, legal, economic, and ecclesiastical 

power were closely interrelated, and drew strength and sustenance from each other. As he writes 

in one of the Digger pamphlets, “Kingly power,”—a catchall term used to denote tyranny in all 

 
187 John Lilburne, William Walwyn, Thomas Prince, and Richard Overton, An Agreement of the Free People of 

England. Tendered as a Peace-Offering to this distressed Nation. (May 1, 1649).  

 
188 Beyond that, Winstanley also believed the Digger movement to be the culmination of the revolution, writing “We 

live in the performance of that work which is the very life and marrow of the Parliaments Cause.” (A New-yeers Gift 

in WGW, Vol. II. 124.)  
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its forms—“is like a great spread tree, if you lop the head or top-bow, and let the other Branches 

and root stand, it will grow again and recover fresher strength.”189 Any reform movement that 

failed to address the economic crisis facing British society would be destined to fail. “Take 

notice,” Winstanley writes at the conclusion of The True Levellers Standard Advanced, “that 

England is not a free-people, till the poor that have no Land, have a free allowance to dig and 

labour the Commons, and so live as comfortable as the Landlords that live in their Inclosures.”190 

Compared to that of the Levellers, however, the influence of the Diggers was short-lived. 

By all contemporary reports, the Digger movement was destined for obscurity, and for several 

centuries, the historical consensus seemed to agree with Captain Gladman’s initial assessment 

that the Diggers’ “business is not worth the writing nor yet taking notice of.”191 The Diggers 

warrant only a cursory mention in David Hume’s exhaustive history of England, and William 

Godwin’s History of the Commonwealth of England (1824-1828) concludes that the Diggers 

were “scarcely indeed worthy to be recorded.”192 Indeed, the Digger movement may have 

forever languished in obscurity were it not for the efforts of historians and theorists of the 

twentieth century left, who found in Winstanley’s writings an indigenous British tradition of 

proto-Marxist analysis, and in the Digger movement an experiment in early modern communism. 

For Eduard Bernstein, George Gooch, David Petegorsky, and others, Winstanley and his 

followers provided invaluable evidence that communistic ideas were not foreign to the British 

 
189 Gerrard Winstanley, A New-yeers Gift for the Parliament and Armie in WGW, Vol. II. 108.  
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political tradition, with Petegorsky concluding that the Diggers “represent the beginnings of 

modern socialism.”193 

Unfortunately, publishing decisions facilitated such ideological posturing. Two early 

editions of Winstanley’s works—a 1941 edition edited by George Sabine and a 1944 edition 

edited by Leonard Hamilton—exclude three of Winstanley’s earliest publications, dense 

theological treatises covering topics such as creation, salvation, and the apocalypse.194 The 

neglect of these early eschatological texts paved the way for increasingly secular readings of 

Winstanley’s oeuvre, where theological language became treated as nothing more than window-

dressing intended to insulate a prescient seventeenth century communist from the censorious arm 

of Parliament. More critically, it enabled scholars to embrace dualistic readings of the Digger 

leader, as when Petegorsky complains that “the profundity of his social insights is frequently 

obscured by the theological symbols that he employed in their description.”195 Petegorsky almost 

entirely dismisses Winstanley’s religion, describing it as “a concept synonymous with the class 

consciousness of the oppressed.”196 In the words of George Juretic, “to bind Winstanley’s 

mystical works and his Digger writings to any religious experience … vitiates his ideas and mars 

the uniqueness of his social outlook.”197 There were, he suggests, “two Winstanley’s, with the 

 
193 Petegorsky, Left-Wing Democracy. 13; Eduard Bernstein, Kommunistische und demokratisch-sozialistiche 
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Digging venture at the dividing line:” an “old” Winstanley who belonged to “the medieval, 

chiliastic tradition” and the “new,” Digger Winstanley, a “brilliantly self-conscious captive of 

early “capitalism.””198 In this reading, Winstanley’s works demonstrate a “positive trend towards 

secularism and socialism,” with the critical turning point coming in April 1649—the start of 

Digging on St. George Hill.199 

However, there is good reason to reject these conclusions. Despite the clear role that 

economic inequality played in the Digger movement, it would be myopic to conclude that the 

Digger leader was, or became, singularly preoccupied with material inequality. Winstanley’s 

initial forays into publication were predominately concerned with religious and theological 

questions. Economic inequality is largely absent from his first five published texts, which instead 

offer a sweeping depiction of human history from creation to the eschaton. In fact, the 

distinctiveness of Winstanley’s mystical and millenarian outlook provides the key to his political 

and economic theory, including his account of religious liberty, his social criticism, and the 

economic critique for which he became famous. Tidy presentations of the Digger leader’s 

supposed transformation from mystical puritan to secular socialist disguise and discount his real 

genius and the relationship between his theological and political thought, further obscuring 

Winstanley’s distinctive contributions to both political theology and the doctrine of religious 

toleration. 

 
197 George Juretic, “Digger No Millenarian: The Revolutionizing of Gerrard Winstanley,” Journal of the History of 
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Winstanley’s political thought is best understood through the lens of eschatology. More 

precisely, he grounds his political and social commentary in a detailed and sweeping narrative 

covering the entire course of human history from creation to consummation. According to 

Winstanley, Scripture denotes a tripartite theory of history distinguished by the rise, persistence, 

and fall of tyrannical government and persecution. The first epoch is marked by the act of 

Creation, “wherein God gives to all Mankind, equall freedome, without respect of persons.”200 In 

this Edenic condition, human beings have neither political nor religious rulers, and share together 

in the bounties of creation. Unfortunately, this perfect equality is soon dissolved by the “fall of 

Mankind from this righteous Law” and the rise of covetousness, self-love, and the desire to 

exercise power and authority over others.201 Covetousness, or the desire for what is not given to 

oneself, takes center stage in Winstanley’s depiction of the fall—he terms it “the Beast,” “The 

Serpent,” “King Flesh,” and “The City Babylon” among other chiliastic titles, and identifies it as 

the root of many forms of hierarchical domination. The consequences of the Fall are manifested 

in both perpetual and seemingly intractable disagreement, and the rise of persecutory and 

tyrannical political, economic, and ecclesiastical institutions. This sorry state of affairs comes to 

characterize the second epoch of history, explaining both the persistence of conflict and the need 

for toleration. Yet the troubles of the world are not without end. Though the world still lives in 

this “dark, or faln estate,” Scripture “declare[s] the restoration of Mankind to his creation-

righteousnesse”—a third epoch marked by a millenarian return to the absolute equality and 

freedom of conscience granted in Creation.202 This millennium is ushered in when Christ, “the 

 
200 Winstanley, An Humble Request to the Ministers of both Universities in WGW, Vol. II. 258.  

 
201 Winstanley, An Humble Request in WGW, Vol. II. 258.  

 
202 Winstanley, An Humble Request in WGW, Vol. II. 258.  



87 

 

righteous and rationall spirit” rises up “appearing in sonnes and daughters.”203 The 

eschatological narrative trajectory of human history from Edenic equality to hierarchical 

domination and back to equality through the spiritual parousia of Christ forms the basic 

framework of Winstanley’s political thought.204  

Secularized and materialist interpretations of the Digger leader’s writings depict a 

scattered—and at times incoherent—thinker whose only significant contributions lay in the 

realm of economic thought. By giving Winstanley’s theological writings their due, however, a 

considerable degree of continuity emerges between his early theological speculation and his later 

Digger writings, revealing an incisive theological mind wrestling with the twin problems of 

religious intolerance and economic inequality. Moreover, Winstanley’s millenarianism provides 

the theoretical basis for his practice of toleration, as well as important context for the Digger 

movement. Following Christopher Hill, I argue that while Winstanley continued to update his 

convictions during the Digging period, the marrow of his theology remained almost entirely 

unchanged.205 Far from abandoning eschatology, he developed an even more expansive 

application of his millenarian theology, addressing political, economic, and spiritual domination.  

 
203 Winstanley, Fire in the Bush in WGW, Vol. II. 213; Winstanley, Fire in the Bush in WGW, Vol. II. 196.  

Winstanley clarifies that Christ’s return will not be physical at all, but is entirely a spiritual transformation within the 

souls of human beings. See discussion in Gurney, Brave Community 90-92. 

 
204 As Petegorsky writes in a more lucid moment, the early tracts contain “a spiritual interpretation of history which 

provided the theological foundation of his social philosophy.” (Petegorsky, 126). Elsewhere, Winstanley offers a 

further subdivision of the middle portion of human history into three and one-half epochs (a “time, times, and 

dividing of time”), based on a phrase found in the books of Daniel and Revelation. Both frameworks share many 

features with those of other medieval chiliasts.  

 
205 Hill, The Religion of Gerrard Winstanley. 29. Some scholars, particularly those who wish to posit a break 

between Winstanley’s theological texts and his political activism might organize their analysis chronologically or 

topically. I eschew both, following the thematic organization indicated by Winstanley’s millenarianism. As such, 

quotes from his Digger writings exist peacefully alongside references to his pre-Digger writings throughout this 

chapter. To the degree that they do so, it should indicate the continuity between both periods of his life. Should the 

reader wish to trace them individually, Winstanley’s pre-Digger writings are gathered in Vol. I of The Works of 

Gerrard Winstanley while those that postdate the establishment of the Digger commune are contained in Vol. II.. 
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Two specific developments are worth highlighting. First, sometime after his initial foray 

into millenarian theology, Winstanley began to characterize both the fall and future redemption 

of mankind in terms of reason. Beginning in The Saints Paradice (1648), he began to equate the 

Spirit of God with reason itself. “This spirit which is called God, or Father, or Lord, is Reason,” 

Winstanley writes, “For it is Reason that made all things, and it is Reason that governs the whole 

Creation, and if flesh were but subject thereunto, that is, to the spirit of Reason within himself, it 

would never act unrighteousnesse.”206 The indwelling of the holy spirit, Winstanley suggests, is 

seen in the ability to live in and follow “reason and righteousnesse.”207 Accordingly, he adapted 

his millenarian theology to depict the Second Coming of Christ as the restoration of human 

reason, rectifying the negative effects of the fall and restoring their capacity to live in peace and 

equality. While Winstanley’s critique of ecclesial power and persecution predates this turn, his 

rationalistic depiction of the Fall was instrumental in developing his commitment to universal 

religious toleration. Second, in the months preceding the Digger project, he began to see a 

distinct role for social and political direct action in light of the imminent return of Christ. This 

realization stemmed from a revelatory trance—a private apokálypsis—in which he received 

divine orders to establish the Digger commune. Fitting this private revelation within his broader 

millenarian theology, Winstanley embraced Digging as a symbolic intervention in world affairs, 

prophesying and prefiguring the promised eschatological transformation of society. These two 

developments prove critical to understanding his political thought. 

 

 
206 Winstanley, The Saints Paradice in WGW, Vol. I. 375.  

 
207 Winstanley, The True Levellers Standard Advanced, in WGW, Vol. II. 4-5.  
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III. Creation and Fall 

Winstanley’s works attempt to diagnose the problems that cause human beings to live “in 

division, contention, and covetousnesse, one part of Mankind hedging themselves into the earth 

by force and sword … and thereby shutting out another part of Mankind, making them 

slaves.”208 A constellation of social problems are indicated in this summary of human existence, 

all entrenched within and exacerbated by a system of hierarchical domination constructed and 

defended by force. Yet the world was not always so: instead, Winstanley writes in The True 

Leveller’s Standard Advanced, the divine order of creation entailed absolute equality in 

economic, political, and spiritual affairs. “In the beginning of time,” he begins, the earth had 

been made a “common treasury” for all mankind, in order to provide a means of subsistence and 

survival for all creatures.209 Writing in another Digger tract, Winstanley writes “The King of 

Righteousness hath enlightened our hearts so far, as to see, That the earth was not made 

purposely for you, to be Lords of it, and we to be your Slaves, Servants, and Beggers.”210  

Not only did God create the earth to materially sustain all human beings, but he intended 

them to live in perfect harmony and equality in it. With regard to political organization, 

Winstanley concludes, “Not one word was spoken in the beginning, that one branch of mankind 

should rule over another.”211 The equal status of God’s perfect creation extended even to matters 

of conscience, for “Every single man, Male and Female, is a perfect Creature of himself, and the 

same Spirit that made the Globe, dwels in man to govern the Globe.”212 Winstanley equates the 

 
208 Winstanley, An Humble Request in WGW, Vol. II. 258.  

 
209 Winstanley, The True Levellers Standard Advanced in WGW, Vol. II. 4.  

 
210 Winstanley, A Declaration from the Poor oppressed People of England in WGW, Vol. II. 31-32.  

 
211 Winstanley, The True Levellers Standard Advanced in WGW, Vol. II. 4. 
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Holy Spirit to Reason, or “that spiritual power that guides all men’s reasoning in right order and 

to a right end.”213 This spiritual power “knits every creature together into oneness,” enabling 

peace and comity.214 The spirit—reason—should preclude disagreement among those who 

rightly apprehend it. Yet Reason also guides right action. He elaborates in in Truth Lifting Up 

His Head Against Scandals, writing that it “makes a man to live moderately and peaceably with 

all,” and “makes a man just and righteous in all his actions.”215 With such a “Teacher and Ruler 

within himself” to guide both idea and actions, human beings are equipped for spiritual as well 

as political self-government.216 So long as they are subject to the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, 

they have no need to “run abroad after any Teacher and Ruler,” for “the same Anoynting that 

ruled in the Son of man, teacheth … all things.”217  

Unfortunately, this condition of perfect equality was not long for this world. According to 

Winstanley, selfish and covetous human beings, desirous of power, subverted the fundamental 

equality of creation and traded their freedom for domination. Where humans had before enjoyed 

absolute political equality in “love, sincerity, peace, and the like,” now they are everywhere 

 
212 Winstanley, The True Levellers Standard Advanced in WGW, Vol. II. 4.  

 
213 Winstanley, Truth Lifting Up His Head Above Scandals in WGW, Vol. I. 413.  

 
214 Winstanley, Truth Lifting Up His Head Above Scandals in WGW, Vol. I. 413. Winstanley elaborates on his 

reasons for referring to God as “reason,” noting that he does not intend it to be a term of disrespect, but to signal 

how fully God shapes and fills creation. Moreover, he notes, he had often “been held under darknesse by that word, 

“God,” deceived by clerical class as to the true nature of divine command. Winstanley concludes that what some call 

by the names “King of Righteousness, or Prince of Peace,” or even “Love” (as in 1 John 4:8), he determines to call 

reason.  

 
215 Winstanley, Truth Lifting Up His Head Above Scandals in WGW, Vol. I. 416.  

 
216 Winstanley, The True Levellers Standard Advanced in WGW, Vol. II. 4. In context, the holy spirit (or reason) 

performs two tasks: as a teacher, it “guides all men’s reasoning in right order and to a right end;” As a ruler, it 

“governes the creation” and “makes a man just and righteous in all his actions.” With right belief and right practice, 

there is then no need for the external teachers of the church, or the external rulers of the state.  

 
217 Winstanley, The True Levellers Standard Advanced in WGW, Vol. II. 4.  
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oppressed by tyrannical rulers and self-aggrandizing monarchs.218 While the earth had been 

created for the support and sustenance of all, it had been enclosed as private property, enriching 

the wealthy and excluding the poor and indigent from its use. And finally, while human beings 

had been created in spiritual freedom, free to worship Christ according to the dictates of reason 

and conscience, they have proceeded to  “set up one man to teach and rule over another,” 

subverting the liberty of conscience.219 Hence he opines that “the earth that was made a common 

Treasury for all to live comfortably upon, is become through mans unrighteous actions one over 

another, to be a place, wherein one torments another.”220 Since that time, Winstanley suggests in 

The Breaking of the Day of God, all human affairs have been corrupted by “The Dragon, or the 

power of darknesse ruling in the corrupt posterity of Adam.”221  

Just as Winstanley roots the equality of creation in “the spirit of Reason” that inhabits 

every human being, he describes the Fall as caused by the rejection and decline of reason’s 

influence. “Let Reason rule the man,” he writes, “and he dares not trespasse against his fellow 

creature, but will do as he would be done unto.”222 All evils in the world can be traced back to 

irrationality, for “if flesh were but subject … to the spirit of Reason within himself, it would 

never act unrighteousness.”223 Covetousness, the original sin of creation, undermines this 

 
218 Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 165.  

 
219 Winstanley, The True Levellers Standard Advanced in WGW, Vol. II. 4-5.  

 
220 Winstanley, The True Levellers Standard Advanced in WGW, Vol. II. 6.  

 
221 Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 137.  

 
222 Winstanley, The Saints Paradice in WGW, Vol. I. 375.  
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harmony,  “fighting against the Spirit Reason that made the Creation” and is the source of the 

conflicts and disagreements that tear at the foundations of society.224 

According to Winstanley, persecution, and the decline of Reason are closely interrelated. 

The spiritual freedom of creation was first undermined by the desire of the “corrupt flesh of 

man” to govern the worship of God, itself an act of covetousness.225 In the manifesto of the 

Diggers, he writes that “man was brought into bondage” when selfishness began “ruling as King 

in the room of Reason therein, and working with Covetousnesse, did set up one man to teach and 

rule over another,” an act by which “the Spirit was killed.”226 In a lengthy invective against the 

clergy, Winstanley decries those self-appointed rulers of the church who vainly attempt “to find 

out a way to worship God … and to enforce others to observe those directions, or else to stand 

lyable to humane punishments.”227 He rebukes attempts to enforce religious conformity as 

attacks on Christ’s rightful rule over conscience, arguing that policies compelling attendance at 

worship services preclude Christ’s right to “choose his own church.”228 Instead, the “beastly” 

established church demands that “Christ must either be content with a whole Parish, and a whole 

Kingdom,” or else “will allow him no Church at all.”229 Similarly, the church’s monopoly on the 

licensure and ordination of ministers infringes on Christ’s prerogative “to call to gift, and send 

 
224 Winstanley, The True Levellers Standard Advanced in WGW, Vol. II. 11. Winstanley argues that God, or Reason, 

“made all things … [and] governs the whole creation” in The Saints Paradice in WGW, Vol. I. 375. 

 
225 Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 117.  

 
226 Winstanley, The True Levellers Standard Advanced in WGW, Vol. II. 4-5.  

 
227 Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 134. The context surrounding this quote clearly 

indicates that by Winstanley is using an archaic spelling of “human punishments,” rather than suggesting that the 

punishments used by the established church are “humane” in the modern sense of that word. 

 
228 Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 145.  

 
229 Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 144-145.  
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forth, his own Ministers and Servants, to work in his Vineyard.”230 Though God may—and 

has—called into ministry shepherds, fishermen, and others “that are unlearned in men’s writing,” 

the church hierarchy continually refuses to recognize their calling, instead prioritizing its own 

system of licensure.231 In so doing, it precludes Christ’s right to call his own ministers, 

demanding that he “must either be content, with such Ministers as she ordaines … or else he 

shall have none at all.”232 Such actions clearly demonstrate the hypocrisy of the established 

church: “And so,” Winstanley writes, “Though the world allow Christ the name of King, Priest, 

and Prophet, yet they will act these offices themselves, both over him and over his body the 

Church.”233 The spiritual tyranny of the clergy is, he concludes, the result of a covetous desire 

for power not granted to them by Christ—namely, power over the souls of people. 

The actions of the established church are starkly contrary to Christ’s designs for his 

people. While Christ “calls his Church out of the world, & makes them to believe in God by his 

own almighty power,” the established church attempts to substitute coercion for persuasion and 

temporal force for spiritual power.234 Whereas Christ “commands his servants to love their 

enemies, and pray for such as doe despitefully use them,” the Beast oppresses and kills those 

who differ, even “such as are peaceable men … if they cannot conform to his principles and 

practices.”235 Though the church may “pretend love to God by outward profession,” by “setting 

up Lawes, Ordinances, and Commands of his own invention,” the Beast “turns the Scriptures 

 
230 Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 145.  
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that testifie of Christ, up-side down.”236 From  Constantine to the Parliamentarian Presbyterians, 

every attempt by leaders of the state church to compel the worship of God has been nothing more 

than a show of “pretend love to Christ,” rather than true and faithful ministry.237 Their words do 

little to conceal their true intentions, which are opposed to Christ and the church: “Call you these 

people, or this Government what you will,” Winstanley concludes, “I am confident it speaks like 

the Dragon and it is the Image of the Beast.”238 

 

IV. “Like a Great Spread Tree:” The Church, the State, and the “Confederacie” of 

Oppression. 

Though the clergy may be the progenitors of humanity’s fall from equality, these self-

appointed leaders and rulers of the church find themselves incapable of sustaining their own 

authority. So, Winstanley alleges, the church came to rely upon an alliance with secular forces to 

sustain and entrench its power. The authority claimed by the established church is “no power 

which God did ordain or make,” but instead “a human magisterial power, got from the Kings of 

the Earth, when she and they committed spiritual fornication together.”239 This “corrupt” and 

“bastardly” theo-political power is, according to him, a tool “whereby the Flesh doth destroy … 

the holy people.”240 Winstanley uses apocalyptic terms to describe the unholy alliance of 

political and ecclesiastical power throughout history, as when the “Beast … or rather the Serpent 

 
236 Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 161; 160.  
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in flesh” found “that he could not do mischief enough against Christ” through the power of the 

Roman empire and the persecution of Christians under Nero, and instead replaced the emperor 

with the Pope, “a Universall Bishop that should rule successively.”241 The anti-Christian impulse 

to persecute the faithful and impose laws governing worship deftly amends itself to fit the 

situation, surviving both the fall of Rome and the Reformation to find a new home within the 

Church of England.242 Over time, such attempts to compel spiritual conformity become even 

“more closely hipocriticall,” such as when Parliamentarian forces during the Civil War preached 

the liberty of conscience, yet nevertheless attempted to “set up the worship of God” by 

“compulsive power, [and] inforce others to testimony to the Father.”243 

Winstanley’s A New-yeer’s Gift for the Parliament and the Armie, one of two lengthy 

works completed during the Digger experiment, begins with a striking image of “kingly 

power”—or tyranny—as “a great spread tree” that cannot be destroyed by half-hearted or 

piecemeal efforts.244 While the phrase “kingly power” evokes political tyranny, Winstanley notes 

that “there are Three Branches more of Kinglie power greater than the former,” including “the 

power of the Tithing Priests,” “the power of Lords of Mannors,” and “the intolerable oppression 

either of bad Laws, or of bad Judges corrupting good Laws.”245 These “foure Beasts”—political 

 
241 Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 144. 
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244 Winstanley, A New-yeers Gift in WGW, Vol. II. 108. Both A New-yeers Gift (January 1650) and Fire in the Bush  

(March 1650) were completed after the eviction of the Diggers from George Hill and their relocation to Little Heath 

near Cobham. The concerted efforts to oppose the Diggers at George Hill may have sensitized Winstanley to the 

cooperation of oppressive power across political, economic, juridical, and ecclesiastical lines—a major theme in 

both texts. Juretic suggests that the apocalypticism of Fire in the Bush was a despairing relapse following the 

failures of the first Digger colony. Gurney, however, suggests that Winstanley took the winter to “reaffirm the 

religious underpinnings of the Digger programme,” more clearly connecting his activism to his theological 

commitments. 
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tyranny, the power of lawyers tasked with interpreting and enforcing laws written in non-native 

tongues, the power of landlords over their tenants, and “the Imaginary Clergy-Power” co-

produce the domination under which England languishes.246 The clergy power, he writes, is 

“more terrible and dreadfull than the rest,” and “the Father, that begot the other.”247 Recalling 

both his pre-Digger writings and The True Levellers Standard Advanced, he asserts that it was 

the deceptive power of the clergy that “first bids mankind, to looke abroad, for a teacher and a 

ruler,” rejecting the indwelling power of the holy spirit and abandoning the right to spiritual self-

government according to the dictates of conscience.248 Moreover, while all four beasts are 

“Fountaines of Tyranny to the Creation,” the clergy play a unique role in sustaining domination. 

“Kingly power depends upon the Law, and upon buying and selling,” he explains, “and these 

three depend upon the Clergy, to bewitch the people to conforme.”249 Ultimately, however, the 

clergy cannot stand entirely on their own without resorting to coercion, for “all of them depend 

upon Kingly power by his force, to compel subjection from those that will not be bewitched.”250 

The alliance between the government and the church lies at the center of Winstanley’s 

depiction of tyranny. Tyrannical power can neither be established, nor long survive, without the 

clergy lending divine sanction to its authority. Revisiting the popular theory of the ‘Norman 

Yoke,’ Winstanley alleges that William the Conqueror promised “That if the Clergie would 

 
246 Winstanley, Fire in the Bush in WGW, Vol. II. 191. Winstanley uses the term “Imaginary” to denote those 

powers, authorities, and institutions that he believes were created by human initiative rather than divine fiat. While 

the clergy-power was “no power which God did … make,” Winstanley suggests that political authority is not 

originally corrupted by the fall. See, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 156. Winstanley’s allusion to 

the “foure beasts” references Daniel 7:3.  
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preach him up, so that the people might be bewitched, so as to receive him to be Gods Anointed 

over them, he would give the Tenths the Lands increase yearly.”251 Earthly monarchs and 

political leaders bent on oppressive rule stand to gain much from the establishment of religion, 

setting up a “Preaching clergy” who will convince “the People to yield Obedience to this 

Platform of Kingly tyrannical power.”252 For their part, the clergy likewise benefit from this 

special relationship, as “for their pains Kingly power gives them the Tithes.”253 Political power 

often lacks sufficient legitimacy on its own merits and so, Winstanley maintains, it promises 

rents (or the mandatory tithes of ecclesial establishment) in return for their sanction and 

approval. This creates a mutually beneficial and mutually dependent relationship: just as the 

ruling power is reliant upon the clergy to legitimize their rule, the clergy becomes dependent 

upon the king for their livelihood. 

Yet cooperation between church and state has disastrous consequences for the integrity of 

the church and its leaders. Whenever “the Kingly power hath any Design to lift up himself 

higher,” it will lean upon the clergy to support its plans.254 As a result, political concerns 

invariably come to dominate the focus of the church, as demonstrated, Winstanley argues, by the 

fact that during the Civil War, “Sermons medled with little but State matters.”255 To make 

matters worse, state authority even prevents internal efforts at church reform, since while some 

of the faithful might protest the church’s drift from its spiritual mission, the government will 
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intervene and “by his Lawes … force the people to pay them.”256 In turn, the church and its 

officers are often led astray by the promise of material gain, relaxing any principled commitment 

to either the doctrines of faith or a specific political philosophy. “If the Clergie can get Tithes or 

Money,” Winstanley concludes, “they will turn as the Ruling power turns, any way; to Popery, to 

Protestantisme; for a King, against a King, for Monarchy, for State-Government.”257 Rather than 

seek the truth, instead, “they cry who bids most wages, they will be on the strongest side, for an 

Earthly maintenance.”258 This “confederacie between the Clergy and the great red Dragon” is 

much to the misfortune of faithful believers, for “the Sheep of Christ shall never fare well so 

long as the wolf or red Dragon payes the Shepherd their wages.”259 

Finally, Winstanley argues that the clergy’s tyrannical power has dire consequences for 

the human capacity to reason, as they forbid any dissent or disagreement, lest “their Mystery of 

Iniquity … be discovered” and the established church lose their stranglehold on power.260 And so 

“Ministers prepare War against … man or men, and will make no Covenant of Peace with him, 

till they consent … to have their Reason blinded, so as to believe every Doctrine they preach, 

and never question any thing.”261 Put simply, “the reason that most people are so ignorant of 

their Freedoms,” is that  the clergy “do thereby nurse up Ignorance in them” and “please the 

sickly minds of ignorant people, to preserve their own riches and esteem.”262 Hence according to 
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Winstanley, the establishment of rules and external “teachers and rulers” governing worship 

expels “the spirit of Reason” from its position “within every man,” removing a critical 

moderating force and precipitating the rise of tyrannical domination in all its forms.263 

 

V. Reason, Toleration, and the Millennium. 

“The Serpentine flesh in every man.” 

Winstanley’s commitment to toleration stems from the peculiar condition of the post-Fall 

world. When human beings initially forsook their original liberty and to the clergy and 

magistrates to be their “teachers and rulers,” they killed the Spirit or capacity to reason within 

themselves, creating a world riven by intractable conflicts. He appeals to this fact in defense of 

tolerating, rather than punishing, the intransigent. “Let no sinners punish others for sin,” he 

writes, “but let the power of thy Reason and righteous action … beat downe their unrationall 

actings.”264 While the absolute liberty of conscience is a fundamental feature of his account of 

creation, he reiterates that this right must continue into the fallen world of conflict, even though 

some will use their liberty wrongly, even worshipping false gods or engaging in distasteful acts. 

Rather than interfere with the “unrational government of other mens kingdoms,” he concludes, 

“Let every one alone, to stand and fall to their owne Master.”265 Winstanley encourages believers 

to “look to thy own ways, mind thy owne Kingdome within,” rather than troubling themselves 

with the actions of those who submit to a ruler other than the Spirit of reason. So long as human 
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“look to thy own ways, mind thy owne Kingdom within,” rather than interfere with the spiritual liberties of others. 
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rational faculties remain burdened by sin, coercion will only exacerbate disagreements. “A sinner 

[who] strives to suppresse sinners by force,” Winstanley predicts, “… wilt thereby but increase 

their rage, and thy owne trouble.”266 Not only will coercion ultimately prove ineffective, but 

inviting force into conflict exacerbates the problems of the Fall and consigns us to a world of 

tyranny where, “as experience shews, the strongest sword, rules over the weakest.”267 

Not only does violent coercion over matters of conscience violate the principles of the 

Holy Spirit, it also invalidates the victory claimed over those whom we convert or convince. 

Writing about the Diggers’ opponents in Walton-on-Thames, Winstanley describes an occasion 

when the colony had been attacked by a mob who then “rode to the next town shouting the 

diggers were conquered, the diggers were conquered.”268 Yet he makes clear that the mob’s use 

of violence nullifies their proclaimed triumph over the Diggers. “Truly it is an easie thing to beat 

a man and cry conquest over him,” he opines, “after his hands are tied, as they tyed ours.”269 A 

victory gained by coercion does little to demonstrate the truth or veracity of the victor’s position, 

only showing who wields “the strongest sword.”270 Ultimately, he writes, those who insist on 

resolving disagreements by the sword bely their lack of confidence. “If their cause be so good,” 

he asks, “why will they not suffer us to speak, and let reason and equity, the foundation of 

righteous Lawes, judge them and us.”271 
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Despite his forceful critique of the established church and clergy (which he extends in the 

Digger tracts to include the other dimensions of tyrannical rule or “Kingly power”), Winstanley 

hesitates to impute particular malice to any single human actor. Instead, “it is the Serpentine 

flesh in every man that advances itself in men and offices above God,” rather than “any 

particular man or office.”272 The impulse to persecute, while most clearly evidenced in the 

avariciousness of the clergy, is present within each human being. “If you desire to know the 

Beast,” he concludes, “look first into your own hearts.”273 Critically for Winstanley’s account of 

toleration, however, the impulse to persecute stems from error rather than malice. Even when the 

“beastly” power of the established church persecutes the faithful and “speaks bitterly of them, 

evill intreats them, prisons, whips, oppresses, and murders them,” it nonetheless “thinks she doth 

God good service in so doing.”274 The most vicious and dogged persecutors “think their cruelty 

is godliness, and then they think their malice is zeal, and they think their oppressing, 

imprisoning, & murdering of the Saints … doth God good service.”275 

This conclusion is important, with Winstanley insisting that persecutors and the 

persecuted alike may be equally sincere in their attempts to serve God. The usurpations of the 

clergy and their attempts to wield coercive power over spiritual affairs are profoundly misguided, 

but not willfully malevolent. While the fall of man itself stemmed from pride and covetousness, 

the clergy’s seizure of power began in a sincere, albeit flawed, effort “to find out a way to 

worship God” and promote correct forms of worship.276 This compulsion of conscience, when 

 
272 Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 159-160.  

 
273 Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 144.  

 
274 Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 161.  

 
275 Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 164.  

 



102 

 

the clergy attempts “to enforce others to observe those directions, or else to stand lyable to 

humane punishments,” is itself not the unique error of any particular sect or denomination, but 

the result of human corruptibility, which produces both our disagreements and the impulse to 

persecute.277  

This rationalistic account leads Winstanley to two conclusions. First, it demands the 

practice of toleration, as the disagreements and disputes that rend society stem from rational 

defect rather than mere differences of opinion. The conflicts that demand toleration evade easy 

solutions; try as we may to settle our differences, some human conflicts may prove to be 

intractable barring some future transformation of the human condition. Second, Winstanley’s 

diagnosis requires a reevaluation of the moral status of persecutors. While many thinkers 

throughout the history of political thought have rooted the practice of toleration in human frailty 

and the limits of human reason, Winstanley extends this insight towards even those who 

mistakenly affirm persecution. Rather than painting persecutors themselves as uniquely evil or 

beyond toleration, they are afflicted with the same “sickly minds” as those whom they 

persecute.278  

“your Redemption draws near” 

According to Winstanley, the weakness of human reason may have contributed to the rise 

of persecutory domination, but it also demonstrates the necessity of toleration. Moreover, the 

interconnectivity of domineering power demands a bolder strategy to ending tyranny than that 
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proposed by the Levellers or other political reformers. Writing on the four “beasts” of tyrannical 

kingly power, he concludes that “Now all these … are linked together, if one truly fall all must 

fall.”279  Yet kingly power, he writes, can only be destroyed by “a power contrary to darkness … 

The power of Universall Love, light, and righteousness.”280 Winstanley places great faith in a 

millenarian future: the domination of the English people will, he writes, be ended when Christ 

“rises up, and inlightens mankind” so that they “Shall see the deceit and falsehood of this Beast, 

that hath deceived all the world.”281 Christ’s parousia portends a reversal of the worst effects of 

the Fall, and the restoration of reason. Then, when reason reigns once again and “mankind once 

sees that his teacher and ruler is within him,” it will abolish any lingering political or clerical 

dominion over matters of conscience and restore the equality experienced in creation. People will 

then ask “what need is there of a teacher and ruler without?” and, with the answer now obvious 

for all to see, depose the kings and clergy who oppress them and thus “easily cast off their 

burden.”282  

Winstanley entertains no doubt regarding the inevitability of this transformation. “Stand 

still, and you shall see the downefall,” he writes, for “…this is the time of the battell within 

thee.”283 Soon, perhaps even now, Christ “the universall power of Love … Life, Light and 
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Truth[is] now rising up to fill the Earth, Mankinde, with himself.”284 Indeed, “the righteous and 

rationall spirit” is “arising up to rule, and treading unreasonablenesse under his feet.”285  

The inevitability of Christ’s return allows Winstanley to promote the cause of toleration 

with confidence. “Rejoyce in the midst of this cloud of national troubles,” he exhorts his readers, 

“for your Redemption draws near.”286 Persecution may be a near-perennial feature of human 

experience, but it is not permanent. Though “the Serpentine flesh” dwells “in every man,” yet 

God “will cast the Serpent out of man; and subdue that corrupt flesh under his feat.”287 No matter 

how bleak world affairs appear, it is possible to draw hope from a promised millennium when 

“Christ will reigne himself for ever and ever,” and “Self-love and confusion shall be destroyed in 

the flesh of Saints.”288 With the roots of persecution thus torn out, “All the oppression, injustice, 

false shews and forms of Gods worship shall all be destroyed in the world.”289  

While Christ’s parousia may portend an end to current troubles, the manner of his return 

shapes Winstanley’s approach to toleration. Winstanley contrasts the example of Christ and the 

methods of tyrants: “[Christ] doth not rule to enslave others to him by a murthering sword;” 

instead, “[he] draws all men in Love to him.”290 Whereas earthly governments are “got over 

people by the sword and kept by the Sword,” Christ shall “rule in Righteousness, without either 
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Sword or Spear.”291 In a letter directed to the clergy and ministers of England’s universities, 

Winstanley argues that “the voice of the Dragon, is kill him, pull down his house, beat him, 

arrest him, take him Jaylor, imprison him, he is a rogue.”292 Christ by contrast orders his 

followers “love your enemies, let him live … the earth is his creation-right as well as mine; 

therefore let us do as we would be done unto.”293 However tempting it is to depose tyranny by 

force, this is contrary to the will of the “great Leveller, Christ our king of righteousness” who 

“shall cause men to beat their swords into plowshares, and spears into pruning hooks.”294 

Domination and tyranny, Winstanley alleges, have always relied upon the threat of violence. 

Christ, however, will accomplish his victory in other ways: the clergy “shall be destroyed againe, 

without hand; the Sword shall not destroy him.” 295 Instead, domination will be ended at last “by 

the light and wisdom of the spirit of Truth, that shall rise up … appearing in sonnes and 

daughters of righteousness, in the latter days.”296  

Rather than seeking to vindicate their cause by force, those who serve Christ must “hold 

forth the power of Christ, in faith and patience, till God finish his work and thereby destroys the 

enemies.”297 To do otherwise would “betray Christ into the hands of … the Serpent.”298 Instead 

of taking radical action, Winstanley encourages believers to “lie like a patient long-sufferer, till 
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Christ come and destroy his enemies by the word of his mouth, and by the brightnesse of his 

coming.”299 Though patient long-suffering may prove intensely difficult, one may take comfort 

as Christ’s return “growes very near, if not begun already … the Lord Christ has begun to take 

the Kingdom.”300 The certainty and imminence of the eschaton, Winstanley concludes, is a 

“word of comfort to the Saints,” who can know that their sufferings and troubles are drawing to a 

close.301  

In the meantime, though they are surrounded by bitter conflicts, intractable 

disagreements, irrationality, and persecution, Winstanley reminds his followers to faithfully 

practice their commitment to toleration. “It is not revenge, fines, fightings that will subdue a 

tumultuous spirit,” he concludes, “but a soft answer, love, and meeknesse, tendernesse and 

justice, to do as we would be done unto.”302 While the world may be filled with the “spirit of 

bitternesse,” they must resist the impulse to succumb to it. “Let every man that loves God, 

endeavour by the spirit of wisdom, meeknesse, and love,” and wait patiently on God’s 

redemption of the world.303 Rather than violence or coercion, “love, sincerity, peace, and the 

like” are “the Laws and walls of [Christ’s] Kingdom.”304 Nevertheless, the renunciation of 

violence and coercion in time rests upon the promise of a better millennium that will see the end 

of persecution, oppression, and violent coercion..305 The difficulty of repaying oppression with 
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peace and disagreement with love is ameliorated by the certainty of God’s eschatological 

triumph over the forces of evil. “The winter is near past,” Winstanley writes; “the Summer is 

come, the flowers appear in the earth … the time of the singing of birds is come … for the Lord 

God omnipotent reigneth within and begins to reign in the world.”306 Though we live in a world 

wracked for a time by oppression and bitter disagreement, our troubles will soon come to an end, 

for “the Serpent within us, is wounded to death, and she shall reign no more.”307 

 

VI. Disappointment, Despair, and Digging 

The confident millenarianism of Winstanley’s theological works give little indication of 

the precipitous developments that would lead to the establishment of the Digger commune in 

Surrey. While he placed great faith in the transformative power of Christ’s imminent return, he 

remained steadfast in the belief that the eschaton could only be enacted by divine power, and that 

Christians had a duty to patiently await God’s own timing. Given these theological conclusions, 

Winstanley’s embrace of radical direct action may be surprising. As Winthrop Hudson writes, “If 

the new order was dependent upon God’s decision”—the implication of his millenarian 

convictions—“why should Winstanley embark upon a program of practical action?”308 For 

many, Winstanley’s involvement in the Digger movement signals a deeper rupture in his 

theological schema—a shifting of focus from religious matters to economic concerns, and his 

abandonment of Protestant mysticism in favor of a more enlightened and secular materialism. 

Some lay the blame for the change at the hands of apocalyptic disappointment. According to 
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Juretic, the failure of the eschaton to materialize “forced [Winstanley] to abandon his millenarian 

outlook;” after that, “it was only a matter of time for him to discard completely his mystical 

beliefs.”309  

Yet there is little evidence for this supposed abandonment of millenarian eschatology 

within Winstanley’s Digger writings. While many of the Digger tracts understandably focus on 

political polemics—they were, after all, intended to convince others to join the Digger cause—

they remain intelligible only within the context of Winstanley’s theological beliefs. Moreover, 

Winstanley continued to devote considerable attention to millenarian theology throughout the 

Digger experiment. While he completed his most purely theological texts prior to the 

establishment of the Digger commune, he oversaw their republication together in Several Pieces 

Gathered Into One Volume: Set Forth in Five Books in early 1650, with a new preface dated to 

December 20, 1649. If Winstanley had moved on from theological speculation to a secular and 

materialistic worldview, as has been suggested, it seems unlikely that he would have devoted 

attention to publishing a new edition of his theological treatises in the midst of the Diggers’ first 

winter. Even more important, the winter of 1649-1650 saw Winstanley complete two lengthy 

books—A New-yeers Gift for Parliament and the Armie and Fire in the Bush—both of which 

reprise and develop the millenarian themes of his earlier chiliastic writings. While Petegorsky 

dismisses Fire in the Bush as a materialist’s momentary relapse into mysticism, a more likely 

explanation reveals itself once we shed the ideological baggage of Fabian history.310 

Winstanley’s millenarianism both precipitated and sustained the Digger experiment, providing 

an important theological justification and framework for his political activism. As Walter 
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Murphy explains, Winstanley remained deeply committed to “a scheme which linked the 

demands for social reform with religious enthusiasm” and envisioned “a return to divinely 

ordered justice in a world which was ignoring the word of God.”311  

Winstanley’s own works best explain the reason for his involvement in establishing the 

Digger commune: it was required by apocalyptic revelation. As he writes in The True Levellers 

Standard Advanced, inspiration for the commune project came to him in a trance, when he heard 

the voice of God saying “Work Together, Eat Bread together, Declare all this abroad.”312 While 

he had already become convinced of Christ’s imminent return and the evils of religious 

persecution and economic inequality, this mystical experience emphasized the importance of 

action itself. Working together and eating together—the quotidian life of the Digger commune—

was to be an embodied testament of divine truth. Winstanley had already written texts explaining 

the beliefs demanded by Scripture, but Digging offered a new opportunity to turn those beliefs 

into everyday realities. “We have now begun to declare it by action,” he wrote in April 1649, “in 

digging up the common land.”313 Simple writing and preaching left him discontent; his “mind 

was not at rest, because nothing was acted.”314 Words on paper could only accomplish so much; 

he soon became convinced that “words and writings were all nothing … for action is the life of 
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all, and if thou dost not act thou dost nothing.”315 And so, he writes, “I took my spade and went 

and broke ground, thereby declaring freedome to the Creation.”316 

As Hudson suggests, Winstanley envisioned the act of Digging as an eschatological 

“sign,” prefiguring the imminent transformation of the world in the eschaton.317 The act of 

digging served demonstrative purpose, bearing witness, in Winstanley’s words, that God “is no 

respecter of Persons, but equally loves his whole Creation.”318 While he had previously 

characterized the struggle between spirit and flesh as an internal “battel within,” Digging laid 

this conflict bare for all to witness. In “this work of Community in the earth," he writes, "is seen 

plainly a pitched battaile between the Lamb and the Dragon, between the Spirit of love … and 

the power of envy.”319 While these two powers “strive in the heart of every single man,” the act 

of digging made that conflict visible for the world to see. The internal struggles of the Digger 

community would demonstrate the cosmic conflicts at play in the world. As Winstanley writes, 

“the battel between the Dragon and the Lamb is begun in the midst of thee, and a few years now 

will let all the world see who is strongest, love or hatred, freedom or hatred.”320 At the same 

time, however, the inward unity and love of the commune would be a testament to the 
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transformation that could take place once Christ was restored his rightful place ruling “in the 

room of Reason.”321  

Beyond this demonstrative purpose, the very act of Digging was to illustrate the sincerity 

and success of their commitment to securing creation's equality in all political, economic, and 

spiritual matters. Thus the Diggers eschewed the use of force either in pursuit of conformity or 

self-defense. “What need have we of imprisoning, whipping or hanging Laws, to bring one 

another into bondage?” Winstanley asks.322 As Gerald Aylmer writes, “The Diggers’ belief in 

operating by persuasion and example can be seen in the way they proceeded in practice,” noting 

that their actions were confined to the commons or waste-lands, and that the commune made no 

attempt to seize private property.323 “We shall not strive with sword and speare,” the Digger 

leader promises, “but with spade and plot and such like instruments to make the barren and 

common Lands fruitful.”324 Though they hoped that their efforts would produce an agricultural 

harvest, the Diggers also expected to see their commitment to toleration germinate and grow. In 

a letter to Lord Fairfax, Winstanley reports the outcome of their efforts to persuade their 

neighbors, as “many of the Countrey-people that were offended at first, begin now to be 

moderate and to see righteousnesse in our work.”325 In time, he hopes, those who persecute the 

Diggers “will see their furious rashnesse to be their folly, and become moderate,” eventually 
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coming “to speak and carry themselves like men rationally.”326 By practicing persuasion and 

renouncing violence, the Diggers could bear witness to the future that would come when “the 

Dragon be cast out” by the spiritual return of Christ.327 While social action may play a limited 

role in awakening individuals to the truth, Winstanley moderates expectations with a call for 

patience, concluding “let the righteous hearts wait with patience upon the Lord, to see what end 

he makes of all the confused hurley burleys of the world.”328 

Winstanley remained certain not only that the Diggers would continue to face opposition 

and persecution, but also that such obstacles would not delay Christ’s ultimate triumph. Though 

“Love suffers under thy furie … thy hypocrisie, under thy pride,” he writes, the faithful will still 

be vindicated.329 Although they require “love and patience [to] lie down and suffer,” the Lord 

will soon return and defeat those who turn to the “Sword of iron,” defeating them “by love, and 

the spirit of patience.”330 Victory “gotten by the Sword” is a useless and meaningless artifact of 

the post-Fall world, a “Victory that slaves get one over another.”331 The victory of Christ and 

vindication of the Diggers is, by contrast, “obtained by Love … a Victory for a King.”332 
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VII. Conclusion 

Though far better known for his economic thought and social activism as leader of the 

Diggers, Gerrard Winstanley’s works offer unique and penetrating insight into the theory and 

practice of toleration. Fundamentally, Winstanley traced the absolute right to the liberty of 

conscience to creation mandate, arguing that God equipped each human being with the Holy 

Spirit and the rational capacity “to be his Teacher and Ruler within himself.”333 Any hierarchies 

of authority not expressly ordained by God violate the fundamental equality of creation. This 

assumption alone provides sufficient reason for Winstanley to reject attempts to limit the liberty 

of conscience, for when authorities seize control over matters of conscience, they subvert the 

right of people to teach and rule themselves. Yet Winstanley adds a critical twist: once religious 

conformity is ensured and enforced by law, the capacity for clear-headed rationality and the 

exercise of conscience is left unused and will soon atrophy or die altogether. Thus attempts to 

guarantee conformity perversely create the opposite of their intended goal, generating a world 

wracked by intractable disagreements where reasonable agreement seems impossible. An array 

of oppressive institutions of power, including political tyranny, the economic power wielded by 

landlords, an insular legal profession, and—most critically—religious institutions set on ensuring 

conformity by coercive power, step into the void left by rational self-government, exacerbating 

disagreements and punishing people under false and foolish pretenses. From this point, a 

“confederacie” between the church and state comes to underpin other forms of oppression, 

effectively co-producing the social, political, and legal norms necessary to uphold relations of 

power.  
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Winstanley’s argument for toleration is predicated on this rationalist interpretation of the 

fall. Given the rational defects of humanity, we cannot place too great moral blame upon those 

with whom we disagree, for they like us are operating under the influence of flawed rationality. 

After all, even the most vicious persecutors of the saints act on the misapprehension that their 

actions serve God. In this “dark or faln estate,” Winstanley encourages believers to practice 

patient longsuffering, renouncing persecution in favor of persuasion.334 While both toleration and 

patient longsuffering are difficult to sustain indefinitely, he places great stock in a future 

millennial kingdom wherein Christ will return, “rising up … in sonnes and daughters.” Yet 

Christ’s eschatological kingdom is not a matter of establishing an earthly kingdom. Instead, 

Winstanley envisions Christ’s parousia as the restoration of justice and rationality to the 

damaged hearts and souls of human beings. Just as the effects of the fall extend to all human 

beings, so he believes that the restoration catalyzed by Christ’s return will extend to all human 

beings. This reason-led universalism adds one final dimension to Winstanley’s defense of 

toleration: why punish, imprison, or kill our “enemies” when they will in time be converted to 

our cause, as soon as divine power transforms and restores the flawed human capacity to reason 

together? 

Winstanley’s account of toleration is, then, predicated on a sense of eschatological 

confidence—and specifically, confidence in the transformative power of reason rising in human 

hearts and minds. The limits of human rationality require toleration, but the restoration of reason 

will ultimately put an end to the problem of significant disagreement. Ideologies that evince a 

significant degree of certainty may appear inconsistent with the practice of toleration, but 

Winstanley demonstrates a different use for eschatological confidence. For him, historical 

 
334 Winstanley, An Humble Request in WGW, Vol. II. 258.  
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certainty—or the assurance that disagreement will ultimately be resolved in the new millennium 

of reason—allows him to eschew the violence and coercion often associated with high levels of 

moral certainty, and defend the practice of toleration. His certainty is unshakable, being firmly 

grounded in the promise of eschatology. “The Serpentine flesh in every man” may currently 

produce both intolerance and incommensurable disagreement, but Winstanley rests assured that 

Christ “shall break the Serpents head.”335 This, he concludes, “is both a Promise and a 

prophesie.”336 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
335 Winstanley, The Breaking of the Day of God in WGW, Vol. I. 159-160; 136. 
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CHAPTER 5: “THE DAY OF THE LORD’S VENGEANCE”: DIVINE WRATH, 

JUDGMENT, AND TOLERATION IN THE WORKS OF JOHN BUNYAN 

 

I. Introduction 

            On clear spring and autumn days at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 

undergraduate students may often be found clustered around Gary Birdsong, a white-haired 

evangelist best known for his fiery condemnations of hook-ups, party culture, and other 

evergreen features of college life. Known as “The Pit Preacher” for the sunken courtyard where 

he can be found sermonizing under a stark black sign bearing the words “FEAR GOD,” Birdsong 

never fails to draw a crowd. While many students are entertained by the preacher’s 

confrontational style, others object to Birdsong’s strident tone. In fact, many students and faculty 

have called upon the university’s administration to bar Birdsong from campus, citing his 

inflammatory and judgmental rhetoric. Even ardent defenders of free expression may harbor 

worries about the preacher’s fire-and-brimstone rhetoric, alleging that it is incompatible with a 

tolerant and inclusive campus environment. As one student explained, “You have to be able to 

discuss your side without calling people sinners.”337  

 While open air evangelists like Birdsong are a curiosity on most college campuses, their 

use of inflammatory rhetoric invokes greater questions about the relationship between 

 
337 Viviana Bonilla López, “Campus preachers a controversial staple at colleges nationwide,” USA TODAY College 

Blog, (21 October 2011). The student quoted here continues on to equate this confrontational style of preaching with 

hate speech, illustrating common concerns about intolerant rhetoric. 
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apocalyptic judgment and religious toleration. What place do threats of hell-fire and divine 

retribution have in a tolerant society? Could it be that the rhetoric of divine wrath and judgment 

threatens to undermine toleration itself? Jean-Jacques Rousseau suggested as much in The Social 

Contract, writing “It is impossible to live in peace with those one believes to be damned. To love 

them would be to hate God, who punishes them.”338 According to Rousseau, the “theological 

intolerance” of religious exclusivism cannot be separated from broader civil or interpersonal 

intolerance: “Whenever theological intolerance is allowed, it is impossible for it not to have 

some civil effect.”339 On this account, the ease with which preachers like Birdsong consign their 

fellow citizens to eternal torment belies a fundamental lack of mutuality and respect, 

compromising the very basis of toleration. The rhetoric of divine wrath thus precludes true 

tolerance: in the words of one student, “No, he [Birdsong] doesn’t love me. Basically, he said I 

was going to hell.”340  

While preachers like Birdsong are among the most visible proponents of fire-and-

brimstone rhetoric, their belief in the certainty of divine retribution is widely shared. Despite 

attempts by some modern theologians to revise Christian doctrine concerning eternal 

punishment, many individuals still believe in a literal hell—suggesting that the rhetoric of divine 

wrath is here to stay.341 Moreover, the doctrine of divine retribution is often a core feature of 

 
338 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract in The Basic Political Writings (2nd Edition), trans. Donald A. Cress. 

(Indianapolis: Hackett, 2011), 250. Notably, theological intolerance constitutes one of the few intolerable articles of 

faith. “Whoever dares to say, “Outside the church there is no salvation” ought to be expelled from the state.” (251).  

 
339 Rousseau, The Social Contract, 250.  

 
340 Ross Maloney, In His Image. Directed by Ross Maloney (Chapel Hill, 2011). Video. 

 
341 Clark H. Pinnock, “The Destruction of the Finally Impenitent” Criswell Theological Review 4, no. 2 (1990). 243-

259; John Shelby Spong, Eternal Life: A New Vision: Beyond Religion, Beyond Theism, Beyond Heaven and Hell.  

(San Francisco: HarperOne, 2010); Edward Fudge, The Fire That Consumes: a Biblical and Historical Study of the 

Doctrine of the Final Punishment, 3rd Ed., (Eugene: Cascade Books, 2011); Rob Bell, Love Wins: A Book About 
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fundamentalist or apocalyptic religious movements, which many liberal democratic thinkers 

worry are incapable of supporting or sustaining liberal norms of toleration and openness. If the 

rhetoric of divine wrath is necessarily connected to civil intolerance—and belief in divine 

retribution remains widespread—then the very practice of toleration may be under grave 

threat.342 

 Not all scholars share Rousseau’s fear that the rhetoric of divine retribution is 

fundamentally unsociable. According to some anthropologists and moral psychologists, primitive 

belief in divine punishment played a significant role in the evolution of human cooperation by 

threatening bad actors with cosmic punishment.343 Similarly, John Locke suggests in his Letter 

Concerning Toleration that the fear of divine punishment promotes human sociability and social 

trust by encouraging individuals to keep their promises in the absence of human enforcement 

mechanisms.344 Hobbes, on the other hand, worried that the fear of divine punishment would 

continue to catalyze conflict, seeking to minimize its dangers by redefining all outward practices 

and forms of religion as adiaphora.345 Even Rousseau appears to concede the political value of 

 
Heaven, Hell, and the Fate of Every Person Who Ever Lived, (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2011); Pew Research 

Center, “Religious Landscape Study: Belief in Hell,” (2014). 

 
342 Karl Popper famously worried that under a regime of pure tolerance, the intolerant may come to triumph over the 

tolerant and so lead to the demise of toleration itself in The Open Society and Its Enemies. (Milton Park, Abington-

on-Thames: Routledge, 2012 [1945]), 581. Popper’s conclusion—common across the liberal tradition—is that 

toleration need not be extended to the intolerant. 

 
343 See Purzycki, Apicell, Atkinson et. Al. “Moralistic gods, supernatural punishment and the expansion of human 

sociality.” Nature 530 (2016).  327-330; Dominic Johnson, God Is Watching You: How the Fear of God Makes Us 

Human. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). 

 
344 John Locke, A Letter Concerning Toleration (1689), ed. James H. Tully. (Indianapolis: Hackett Classics, 1983), 

19. Ironically, given the argument I make in this paper, Locke uses the connection between divine justice and 

sociability to justify excluding those who do not believe in God from toleration. 

 
345 Teresa Bejan, “Difference without Disagreement: Rethinking Hobbes on “Independency” and Toleration,” 

Review of Politics 78, no. 1 (Winter 2016), 1-25.  
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belief in divine justice, concluding that citizens must believe in “the life to come; the happiness 

of the just; the punishment of the wicked.”346 

In this paper, I step beyond these disputes to argue that the doctrine of divine retribution 

can in fact critically support the practice of toleration. Rather than erode our capacity to tolerate 

those with whom we have deep and intractable disagreements, the promise of divine wrath can 

provide powerful reasons to forgo persecution and embrace the practice of persuasion. Finally, 

the promise of divine judgment enables toleration in difficult circumstances by promising a final 

end to disagreement through an eschatological vindication wrought not by human hands. Yet the 

doctrine of divine wrath may be distinguished from its rhetoric, such as the polarizing language 

of open-air preachers and late-night radio hosts. While it may be prone to abuse, I conclude that 

even the rhetoric of divine wrath is not incompatible with the practice of toleration. Within a 

framework that prioritizes persuasion over persecution, the rhetoric of divine wrath can provide a 

valuable and unique register of moral condemnation, appropriate for voicing deep and abiding 

disagreements. 

 I make this counterintuitive argument through a close reading of the works of the 

seventeenth century novelist, poet, and Protestant dissenter John Bunyan. Best known for his 

allegorical epic The Pilgrim’s Progress, Bunyan has rarely been given due credit as a political 

thinker. However, this country-tinker-turned-preacher articulated a unique account of religious 

toleration couched in eschatological concepts of divine justice and punishment. For Bunyan, the 

promise of divine retribution plays two significant roles in sustaining toleration. First, the 

assurance of divine justice relieves us of the impulse to punish those with whom we have 

 
346 Rousseau, The Social Contract. 250.  
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intractable differences, separating moral judgment from earthly punishment and justifying 

toleration. Bunyan recognizes the inevitability of deep moral conflict, presenting an agonistic 

account of toleration superior to those that make toleration contingent upon mutual respect or 

esteem. For Bunyan, toleration is best characterized as the principled renunciation of violent 

coercion and the commitment to patient persuasion in light of intractable differences. Second, 

Bunyan’s eschatological commitments hold forth the promise that evil will not ultimately 

triumph but that good will enjoy eschatological vindication, thus allowing citizens to tolerate 

even those who do not share a commitment to mutual toleration. His unfailing eschatological 

confidence provides the necessary grounds for the practice of toleration until the day of 

judgment. Here, Bunyan’s conclusions differ from the agonistic pluralists who share his 

commitment to vigorous disagreement, but deny any final or political “redemption from 

suffering and strife.”347 For him, the burdens of disagreement are eased by the assurance that 

there will be some eventual and eternal end to conflict. In the interim, since punishment for error 

is reserved only to God and eternity, people must work out the terms of their disagreements 

through argument, persuasion, and vigorous debate. By promising a secure and fruitful end to 

our efforts to tolerate and persuade, the rhetoric of divine wrath both enables and sustains a 

commitment to toleration in difficult circumstances. 

 The main argument of this chapter proceeds as follows. In Section II, I argue that 

Bunyan’s deliberate literary obscurantism—a strategy intended to evade retribution and 

censorship—has prevented many readers from recognizing his significant contributions to the 

theory of toleration. I sketch an method of interpreting the political implications of his allegorical 

 
347 Mark Wenman, Agonistic Democracy: Constituent Power in the Era of Globalisation (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2013), 33; Chantal Mouffe, On the Political (Milton Park, Abington-on-Thames: Routledge, 2005; 

Chantal Mouffe, The democratic paradox (London: Verso, 2009).  
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and theological texts. In Section III, I outline Bunyan’s typological interpretation of Scripture, by 

which he diagnoses the problem of persecution. Reading the Genesis narrative typologically 

allows Bunyan to identify the archetypes of persecution and persuasion that form the theoretical 

basis of his account of toleration. Section IV comprises a close reading of Bunyan’s 1682 work 

The Holy War, which allegorizes the process of conversion within the individual human soul. 

Bunyan describes the human soul as being torn between the forces of persecution and 

persuasion, offering a wholehearted condemnation of religious persecution’s encroachment on 

the rightful domain of conscience. Despite its militaristic tone and dense allegory, The Holy War 

contains his clearest rejection of persecution in favor of the ethic of persuasion, as well as 

demonstrating the generative role that the rhetoric of divine wrath may play as a tool of 

persuasion. In Section V, I detail his positive commitment to persuasion as displayed throughout 

his pastoral works. While Bunyan enjoins believers to political quietism and peaceful persuasion, 

he nonetheless demands that political authorities destroy the “body” of the Antichrist through the 

complete disestablishment of religion. In Section VI, I draw together the themes of persecution, 

vengeance, and persuasion that permeate Bunyan’s writings, demonstrating that his personal and 

political commitment to toleration rests primarily on his unshakeable faith in God’s divine 

justice. For Bunyan, the rhetoric of divine retribution and the certainty of ultimate justice 

provides a foundation of hope that enables the practice of toleration in difficult circumstances. In 

the concluding section, I reflect on Bunyan’s unique contributions to the theory of religious 

toleration. The expectation of divine justice, while susceptible to abuse, empowers the confident 

practice of toleration. The paradoxical relationship between the rhetoric of divine wrath and the 

practice of toleration further offers new insight into contemporary debates concerning the limits 

of free speech and the place of “theologically intolerant” rhetoric in tolerant society.  
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II. Bunyan as Political Thinker  

 Despite being long considered one of the eminent literary voices of the seventeenth 

century, John Bunyan’s contributions to the political debates of his time have often been 

overlooked in favor of contemporary luminaries like John Milton and John Locke.348 An 

erstwhile soldier in the Parliamentary army during the English Civil War, Bunyan remained 

fiercely critical of the political and religious establishment during the Interregnum and 

Restoration. During the late 1650’s, Bunyan authored works sharply criticizing both the 

established clergy and rising inequality and was also a known associate of the “Fifth Monarchist” 

Henry Danvers and other suspected political revolutionaries. As an itinerant preacher, Bunyan 

was thrown headlong into the burgeoning toleration debate of his time when he was arrested and 

imprisoned in 1661 under a decades-old statute that prohibited preaching at conventicles, or 

unlicensed religious gatherings. His best-known literary work, The Pilgrim’s Progress, was 

conceived and written in a Bedford jail cell, as were numerous other works of his poetry, fiction, 

theology, and autobiography. During this time, Bunyan became a symbol of Restoration-era 

debates over the liberty of conscience, as his adamant refusal to cease preaching prolonged his 

imprisonment from mere months to twelve years. Accounts of his 1661 trial emphasized his 

commitment to the liberty of conscience, making him, according to William L. Davis, “…the 

human face in the fight for civil and religious liberties …  a model of resistance to state control 

 
348 The Pilgrim’s Progress was first published in 1678, by the non-conformist printer Nathanael Ponder. It was an 

immediate bestseller, with a second edition published within the year and close to a dozen more editions over the next 

ten years. Bunyan reprised the novel with a sequel, The Pilgrim’s Progress Part II, in 1684. With the incredible 

popularity of The Pilgrim’s Progress, Bunyan became the best-selling English author of the 17th century. Since 

Bunyan’s time, the novel has been translated into over two hundred languages. Bunyan’s enduring legacy stems in 

part from his inventive use of allegory and symbolism, influencing a number of later literary giants including Herman 

Melville, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and C.S. Lewis. 
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of religious thought and practice”.349 From that point onward, his legacy became largely 

inseparable from his personal battle for religious liberty and the freedom to preach. As the 

eminent historian Christopher Hill writes in A Tinker and a Poor Man, Bunyan “made no 

compromises with the establishment in church and state. If we consider him only as a great 

literary classic, or as a religious thinker, we are in danger of forgetting the context in which he 

wrote.”350 

 Even so, scholars hesitate to credit Bunyan with developing a theory of religious 

toleration. Many doubt the sincerity and depth of his commitment to the liberty of conscience at 

all. In a broad-ranging survey of Bunyan’s works on conscience, Galen K. Johnson concludes 

that Bunyan was “tolerationist at best and astonishingly traditionalist.”351 The historian of 

religion Owen Watkins similarly suggests that Bunyan “had little to say about toleration as a 

principle” and that he failed to “explain how he would have the government treat those 

expressing unacceptable opinions” beyond his own persecuted minority.352 Bunyan was, Watkins 

concludes dourly, “not interested in the rights of any but the members of [his] true church.”353 

Others worry that Bunyan’s wrathful rhetoric leaves him sympathetic to various types of 

fundamentalist intolerance (Sim 2007; Zinck 2018). Indeed, in spite of his insistence that 

scholars not neglect Bunyan’s political and personal life, Hill nonetheless concludes that “unlike 

 
349 William L. Davis, “John Bunyan’s Influence on Religious Freedom in the Early American Republic.” Bunyan 

Studies 21, (2017), 49-50. See also, Curtis W. Freeman, Undomesticated Dissent: Democracy and the Public Virtue 

of Religious Nonconformity (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2017), 70-83. 
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352 Owen C. Watkins, “Introduction,” in The Miscellaneous Works of John Bunyan, Volume 10. Owen C. Watkins, 

ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), xx. 
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[the] Levellers, Cromwell, and Locke, Bunyan contributed nothing to the theory of toleration, 

proclaimed no principles of natural right.”354 For scholars such as these, Bunyan’s only 

contributions to the toleration debate were practical and political, rather than philosophical. 

Dissenters like Bunyan, Hill writes, “made the traditional monopoly state church unworkable,” 

contributing to the growth of toleration in England through persistent resistance.355 Yet Bunyan 

offered more to this debate than mere obstruction. A close and careful reading of his body of 

work reveals a richly detailed and compelling commitment to toleration and the primacy of 

conscience.  

 Admittedly, Bunyan’s contributions to the political questions of his time are easy to 

overlook. He makes little use of the concepts which ground modern liberal political philosophy, 

instead writing in the deeply theological language of sin, transgression, piety, and eternal 

judgment. The result is a series of distinctive arguments that may be unrecognizable to all but the 

most careful readers. Moreover, much of Bunyan’s political thought is imbedded in dense 

allegorical texts, where it is concealed within opaque and overlapping layers of meaning. This 

obscurantism is by design; though the terms of his imprisonment were relatively lax, Bunyan 

spent much of his adult life threatened with closer confinement, exile, or even execution.356 It is 

 
354 Hill, A Tinker and a Poor Man, 340. 

 
355 Hill, A Tinker and a Poor Man, 340. 

 
356 John Coffey writes, “No Dissenter was executed for conventicling, but many lived in fear for their lives. When 

Bunyan mentally prepared himself for the gallows, he was not indulging in the fantasies of a would-be martyr: He had 

been imprisoned under the Elizabethan Act against ‘seditious sectaries’ (1593), which stipulated that repeat offenders 

could be put to death.” J. Coffey, “The Trials and Triumphs of Restoration Dissent” in The Oxford Handbook of John 

Bunyan, eds. Michael Davies and W.R. Owens. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 40. 



125 

 

not surprising, then, that he wraps his most controversial pronouncements in allegory, disguising 

them from censorious eyes and shielding himself, his family, and his church from retribution.357  

However, Bunyan also adopted allegory for pedagogical, as well as practical, reasons. In 

the sequel to The Pilgrim’s Progress, he writes: 

Things that seem to be hid in words obscure 

Do but the godly mind the more allure 

To study what those sayings should contain 

That speak to us in such a cloudy strain. 

I also know a dark similitude 

Will on the fancy itself the more intrude 

And will stick faster in the heart and head 

Than things from similes not borrowed.358 

 

The symbols and images of allegorical writing, he suggests, demand further attention and 

reflection than a straight-forward treatise or essay—making them a valuable tool in the service of 

a skilled author or teacher. Bunyan uses allegorical constructs throughout The Pilgrim’s 

Progress, The Holy War, and other texts in the hopes that the images contained therein will 

prove more durable than mere words, heightening the impact of his works on his readers.359  

 
357 I am not the first to observe the impact of persecution on Bunyan’s methods of writing. N.H. Keeble writes “[The 

Pilgrim’s Progress] is the work of an author penalized and incarcerated as a dangerously insubordinate, if not 

seditious, subject…,” continuing “To evade the censor in printed works, Nonconformist writers might, as we have 

seen Bunyan doing, imply meanings that could be denied by an author under interrogation” (N.H. Keeble, “‘Come ye 

out from among them, and be ye separate:’ Bunyan and the Writing of Dissent” in The Oxford Handbook of John 

Bunyan, eds. Michael Davies and W.R. Owens (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018, 133; 142). Christopher Hill 

writes “Jailbirds like Bunyan had to be especially careful. So we should not expect outspoken political comment in 

his writings … But circumstances forced him to think about the ecclesiastical and political organization of the society 

in which he lived” (Hill, A Tinker and a Poor Man, 120). Leo Strauss is well known for advancing the claim that some 

philosophers may disguise their most heterodox teachings in order to avoid persecution from those who are considered 

the arbiters of morality or taste (Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press  

1988 [1952])).  

 
358 John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress Part Two, in The Works of John Bunyan. 3 Vols., ed., George Offor. 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1977). Reprinted from Blackie and Sons (1875). Hereafter abbreviated as WJB, 

Vol. []. Volume III. 169.  

 
359 Bunyan’s claim that allegorical images “will stick faster in the heart and head” has been borne out by the continuing 

relevance and influence of his allegorical works, particularly The Pilgrim’s Progress, in Anglophone literary and 

popular culture. 
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  The primary tool of Bunyan’s obscurantism is allegory—a style of writing where texts 

“say one thing in order to say something else,” using images or concepts that correspond to 

other, more potent (or more provocative) ideas.360 Allegory easily lends itself to multiple 

interpretations, a feature that offered Bunyan the security of plausible deniability along with the 

ability to make multiple moral and political points through a single text. For instance, Bunyan’s 

allegorical novel The Holy War contains, in Christopher Hill’s words, “allegory for the history of 

the universe, the process of individual conversion, the history of the English revolution, and the 

history of the Bedford corporation.”361 For readers of the time, it was no difficult task to interpret 

polysemous texts such as this one in the context of Bunyan’s imprisonment, the affairs of his 

congregation, or the political milieu of seventeenth century England. But Bunyan also offers 

adequate assistance for readers distant from his context; many of his manuscripts were published 

with extensive marginalia illuminating his more veiled allusions. These marginalia are essential 

to faithful interpretation: In the introduction to The Holy War, he warns against those who “go to 

work without my key,” indicating that the “key” lies in the margin of the published text.362 Thus 

even his most complex and obscure allegorical works can be effectively deciphered, if only 

through the use of these interpretive “keys” combined with a deep appreciation for his political 

and personal context.  
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III. The Origins of Persecution  

 Persecution—the opposite of toleration—lies at the core of Bunyan’s analysis. Confined 

to the Bedford jail for his commitment to preaching, Bunyan understood himself to be suffering 

at the hands of an impulse nearly as old as the world itself. Bunyan turns to history and Scripture 

to elucidate the sources and origins of persecution in his Exposition on the First Ten Chapters of 

Genesis, a masterwork of typological interpretation. Typology, a hermeneutic approach common 

among seventeenth century theologians, discerns “correspondences and patterns” that organically 

link events, characters, and images across the entirety of a narrative.363 Typology allows the 

interpreter to evoke multiple meanings beyond bare literal interpretation—as in Bunyan’s 1665 

The Holy City where he writes that “when Jerusalem went into captivity under the King of 

Babylon,” it was “a figure of the captivity of our New Testament church under Antichrist.”364 

Rather than negate the literal meaning of a text, typological interpretation uncovers layers of 

meaning within the text. For instance, Bunyan suggests that Adam’s eating of the forbidden fruit 

in Eden symbolized the ways in which the church throughout history would abandon the pure 

worship of God and instead seek temporal and political power.365  

 Bunyan traces the origin of persecution to Cain’s murder of his brother Abel in Genesis 

4, where Adam’s eldest son Cain, seeing that his brother’s sacrifice was preferred by God, slays 

him in a fit of jealous anger. Bunyan interprets the passage as more than mere fratricide: Cain’s 

 
363 Mitchell Chase, 40 Questions About Typology and Allegory, 193; 197. The language of typology stems from the 

Greek τύπος, meaning ‘stamp’ or ‘impression.’ Like a piece of moveable lead type, a certain archetype (such as Christ) 

may leave multiple impressions throughout redemptive history. The Apostle Paul uses the language of typology to 

describe Adam as “a type of the one who was to come” – an imprint or impression that foreshadows the real thing—

the antitype.  

 
364 Bunyan, WJB, Vol. III, 405.  

 
365 Bunyan, WJB, Vol. II. 426.  
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murderous act is an attempt at “extirpating … all true religion out of the world”—history’s first 

act of religious persecution.366 Reading typologically, he suggests that the brothers serve as 

archetypes throughout the narrative of history; Cain as the persecutor, and Abel as the 

persecuted. “It is the lot of Cain’s brood, to be lords and rulers first,” he concludes, whereas 

“…Abel and his generation have their necks under persecution.”367 The “spirit of Cain,” as 

Bunyan describes it, manifests itself throughout history as an impulse to persecute those who 

believe and worship differently, coupled with an insatiable desire for temporal power. The “spirit 

of Abel,” on the other hand, stands for peaceful and patient suffering under persecution: 

“…while they curse, we bless, and while they persecute, we pray.”368   

 The tale of Cain and Abel demonstrates, for Bunyan, the central problem of persecution. 

Cain’s impulse to punish his brother for worshipping differently echoes throughout history, 

begetting successive generations of persecutors. However, the impulse to persecute is often 

matched by an equally strong impulse towards revenge, whereby the persecuted lash out against 

their persecutors, or persecute others in turn. Without intervention, a single act of persecution 

soon begets vengeance, leading to a persistent cycle of persecution and pursuit of power. Yet just 

as the story of Cain and Abel indicates the problem of persecution, it also suggests its solution. 

Paradoxically, even as God curses Cain to a life of fugitivity and wandering, he sets a “mark” 

 
366 Bunyan, WJB, Vol. II. 445. 

 
367 Bunyan, WJB, Volume II. 445. 

 
368 Bunyan, WJB, Volume II. 445. Far from being unique to Cain, the impulse to persecute remains a remarkably 
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government. “I am apt to think he was the first that in this new world sought after absolute monarchy,” Bunyan 

writes, adding that Nimrod aimed to be “the author and master of whatever religion he pleased” (WJB, Volume II. 

497). Filled with hatred for authentic religion, Nimrod began a “fresh persecution” to “enforce idolatry and 

superstition upon the faithful of God,” inaugurating the state-sanctioned coercion of conscience (WJB, Volume II. 

497). 
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upon Cain, promising to take sevenfold vengeance upon any person who kills Cain. Expositing 

the passage, Bunyan warns against the temptation to fight persecution with vengeance, for God 

“hath taken the revengement of the blood of his servants into his own hand, and will execute his 

wrath himself.”369 Persecutors such as Cain have begun a quarrel “between the persecutor and 

God himself,” and others would be foolish to implicate themselves.370 Rather than resort to 

vengeance, Bunyan looks forward to the final Day of Judgment, when God will lay “open the 

very heart of Cain the murderer, of Judas the traitor, of Saul the adversary of David, and of those 

that under pretenses of holiness have persecuted Christ, his word, and people.”371 Here he takes 

comfort in knowing that the persecutors cannot ultimately triumph. Instead, he writes, “there is a 

time coming” when the “surly dogged persecutors of the saints” shall meet justice, for even now 

God “ordaineth his arrows against the persecutors.” The assurance of God’s divine justice 

enables sufferers to break the cycle of persecutory violence. “None need to add to the sorrows of 

the persecutors,” he reminds those tempted to vengeance, for “they above all men are prepared 

unto wrath.”372  

 The temptations of temporal power have left the church in disarray, forming a schism 

between Christians who embrace the methods of persecution and the faithful minority who are 

more likely to be persecuted than to persecute. Bunyan relates this crisis in the church throughout 

A Discourse of the House of the Forest of Lebanon, typologically interpreting a passage 

describing an armory on the temple grounds in Jerusalem as “a figure of [the] church as she is 
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assaulted for her worship, as she is persecuted for the same.”373 Where the church had at one 

time worshipped in peace and purity, some have turned to persecution, leaving the others in “a 

wilderness state … a desolate, a tempted, an afflicted, a persecuted state.”374 The faithful are thus 

left in a bleak position, “scattered among the nations, as a flock of sheep are scattered in a wood 

or wilderness,” and beset on all sides by “the boar, the Antichrist, the dragon, and his angels.”375 

Against these threats, Bunyan calls the church to action: “Here must needs be war.”376 Despite 

Bunyan’s affinity for martial symbolism, he clarifies that the battle “is not carnal, but 

spiritual.”377 The only weapons available to the church in its battle are those “necessary for the 

security of the soul, and Christian religion … ‘the whole armour of God.’”378 When the church 

resists persecutors, it is to do so through preaching and persuasion rather than coercion and force. 

“In the wilderness, or … her sackcloth state,” the church’s weapons of warfare consist solely “of 

controversy, contention, disputation, argument, reasonings, &c.”379 Bunyan carefully contrasts 

the duty of believers in response to persecution: violence is “the bloody disposition of an 

antichristian enemy” while true Christians are called to practice their religion “in all peaceable 

ways, and vindicate it by way of contention.”380 
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IV. Persecution and Persuasion in The Holy War. 

 Where the “seed of Cain” aim to resolve their differences by violence and coercion, 

Bunyan suggests that believers must embrace persuasion as the only appropriate means of 

converting a dissenting conscience. Bunyan emphasizes this point throughout his 1682 

allegorical epic The Holy War, which depicts a cosmic battle over a symbolic city named 

“Mansoul.” While the allegory primarily depicts the process of individual conversion, it also 

symbolizes other conflicts in human history, including the political maneuverings of Restoration 

England. Mansoul, the creation of Lord Shaddai, is intended as a perfect picture of the 

independent conscience. The walls of Mansoul, Bunyan writes, “could never be broken down, 

nor hurt, by the most mighty adverse potentate, unless the townsmen gave consent thereto,” 

emphasizing the sanctity of conscience and driving home his conviction that faith cannot be 

generated by coercion.381 When Shaddai’s adversary Diabolus captures Mansoul, he does so not 

by force, but by cunningly deceiving the townsfolk into opening their gates, which are suitably 

named after the five senses. Diabolus then cements his control over the occupied town by a 

vigorous regime of censorship, restricting the Eye-gate and Ear-gate and ensuring that “all good 

thoughts and words in the town are to be suppressed.”382  

 Bunyan goes to great lengths to distinguish the methods of Diabolus from those 

appropriate to Christians. In the struggle over the individual conscience, Diabolus turns to 

deception and censorship in order to gain the upper hand. By contrast, when Shaddai arrives to 
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The Holy War, it remained a significant legal development and was renewed in 1685.   
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retake the city, he does so with the forces of persuasion: battering rams and slings, representing 

the books of Scripture, form the bulk of Shaddai’s military equipment. Shaddai’s captains—

symbolizing fire-and-brimstone preaching and reproof for non-belief—steadily confront 

Mansoul’s defenses with preaching and persuasion.383 For Bunyan, the stern warnings of eternal 

punishment are an acceptable form of persuasion, as Shaddai’s captains loudly proclaim the 

judgment stored up for non-believers and the followers of Diabolus. Yet Bunyan does not here 

recommend the unrelenting use of wrathful rhetoric; the preaching captains besieging Mansoul 

are joined by Faith, Hope, Charity, Innocence, and Patience, captains under the leadership of 

Shaddai’s son Emanuel. Together, the battle lines drawn around Mansoul paint a nuanced picture 

of the rhetoric of divine wrath, as the rhetoric of punishment and divine retribution is tempered 

with displays of hope and charity. 

 Although a legitimate tool of contention, Bunyan acknowledges that the rhetoric of 

divine retribution is not without risk, illustrating the dangers of unrestrained wrathfulness in the 

concluding drama of The Holy War. With Shaddai having regained control of Mansoul, Diabolus 

makes one final attempt to destroy the city, aided by captains whose names reveal the myriad 

forms of anger and despair: Rage, Fury, Damnation, Insatiable, Brimstone, Torment, Noease, 

Sepulchre, and Pasthope.384 In a striking episode, Mansoul nearly falls when the captain of its 

defenses, Godly-fear, mistakenly enlists the Diabolonian Lord Anger, who crept into the city 

under the guise of “Goodzeal.”385 While Bunyan avoids editorializing the episode, Diabolus’ 

 
383 The four captains of Shaddai are named Boanerges, Conviction, Judgment, and Execution. Boanerges, in Greek 

“The Sons of Thunder,” is a nickname given by Jesus to the brothers James and John and understood to refer to a 

particularly fiery brand of preacher.  
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treachery demonstrates the ease with which the ordinary—and Bunyan suggests, critical—fear of 

God can slip into zealotry and destructive anger. Where Shaddai’s rhetoric of retribution was 

tempered by charity, patience, and the commitment to persuasion, Diabolus displays unrestrained 

and destructive rage. Giving up on attempting to convert Mansoul, Diabolus determines that it 

“should be destroyed and cut off out of the land of the living.”386 This work of destruction is to 

be carried out by a new army of “Blood-men” led by the persecutors of history, including Cain, 

Nimrod, Judas, Saul, and Pope.387 Lest the reader fail to grasp Bunyan’s allusion to persecution 

past and present, Captain Pope marches under a red banner emblazoned with “the stake, the 

flame, and the good man in it.”388 

 Bunyan’s Holy War is a source of vivid images illustrating his commitment to toleration, 

the sanctity of conscience, and uncoerced faith. Conversion, Bunyan argues, can only be gained 

when the individual is convinced—and that fairly and free of deception or trickery. The walls of 

man’s soul cannot be breached by overzealous acts of parliament any more than the symbolic 

walls of Mansoul can be scaled by the followers of Diabolus. The conscience demands 

persuasion, rather than persecution. Despite the militaristic images of The Holy War, Bunyan 

uncompromisingly argues that souls must be won by contention—even the “seasonable and 

warm alarms” of hellfire preaching—rather than by earthly violence or coercion.389 The forces of 

Shaddai do not hesitate to speak of divine punishment, yet their preaching ends with warnings 

 
386 Bunyan, WJB, Volume III. 363. 

 
387 Cain and Nimrod are identified as persecutors in Bunyan’s Exposition on the First Ten Chapters of Genesis. In the 

Scriptural narrative, Judas betrays Jesus, leading to his arrest and crucifixion by the Roman authorities, while Saul 

was an early persecutor of Jesus’ followers whose conversion is depicted in Acts 9. Bunyan describes the Pope as a 

persecuting giant in The Pilgrim’s Progress.  
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rather than warfare. Persecution, on the other hand, is the last dying gasp of a devil who 

determines to destroy the soul rather than convert it. Thus, for Bunyan, persecution is not the 

ineluctable result of the rhetoric of divine judgment, but of an impatient and insatiable rush to 

punish the incalcitrant. Persecution is the renunciation of persuasion, the abdication of the duty 

to work out the terms of disagreement through disputation, and the resort to coercion instead of 

conviction.  

 

V. The Ethic of Persuasion  

 Bunyan reiterated his commitment to persuasion throughout numerous pastoral works 

directed to a Christian audience facing persecution from government authorities. He offered 

guidance for Christians attempting to live faithful lives in a world torn by perpetual conflicts 

between tyrants and citizens, sinners and saints, persecutors and persecuted. Life under these 

conditions, Bunyan notes, is not “made for tender skins.”390 Bunyan’s audience is central to his 

pastoral works; as the historian Richard Greaves observes, he “wrote for readers who had to live 

in the shadow of such persecution” who would turn to him to learn “how to face the prospect of 

persecution.”391 Bunyan was well aware of the difficulties facing Dissenters like himself, titling 

one pastoral work: Seasonable Counsel; or, Advice to Sufferers. Facing persecution (“a design 

laid for the ruin of … souls”), Bunyan advises believers to pursue lives marked by humility, 

faithfulness, and peace.392 The conduct of believers ought to starkly contrast with those of their 
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persecutors: “while they curse, we bless, and while they persecute, we pray.”393 Bunyan 

reiterates his warnings against the desire for vengeance: by refusing to repay persecution with 

vengeance, society avoids the endless cycle of persecution and punishment.394 Yet the cycle of 

persecution is so deeply engrained that persecution is often predicated on the assumption that the 

persecuted are themselves willing to persecute. “What will men say,” Bunyan asks, “…but that if 

you yourselves were uppermost, you would persecute also?”395  

The only solution to this conundrum is to absolutely prohibit persecution, rather than 

leave toleration contingent upon the whims of opportunistic authorities. “Every Christian is made 

a king by Christ” Bunyan writes “But then, his dominion as such doth reach no further than 

himself. He has not dominion over another’s faith.”396 Christians must entirely reject 

persecution, “embrace nothing but harmless principles,” and avoid “meddling with other men’s 

matters.”397 As Curtis Freeman writes, “For Bunyan, Christ alone is Lord of the conscience, and 

not the king, and so the king has no prerogative to judge between God and humanity.”398 No 

monarch, bishop, or private citizen has rightful authority to coerce religious beliefs—and those 

who attempt to do so engage in what Bunyan characterizes as an act of cosmic treason, 

attempting to seize “[Christ’s] throne, which is the heart and conscience of his people.”399 
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Though Bunyan’s congregation possessed a reputation as “a turbulent, seditious, and 

factious people,” his own political advice is largely quietist in nature.400 Christians are to live “a 

quiet and peaceable life, in our respective places, under the government,” giving due obedience 

to their ruler, who “needs thy prayers, not thy revilings.”401 The temptation to pursue political 

power—which Bunyan traced to Adam’s sin in the garden of Eden—must be resisted. The 

church is not “for destroying kings, for subverting kingdoms … it moveth no sedition.”402 Some 

degree of Bunyan’s quietism may be dependent upon his context. As Christopher Hill observes, 

Bunyan wrote to an audience forced to “adapt themselves to live in a world where the ungodly 

had recovered their hold on the levers of power and were unlikely to be dislodged except by 

violence.”403 Yet Bunyan’s conciliatory tone does not preclude political engagement, as 

evidenced in later manuscripts. In Of Antichrist and His Ruine, a posthumously published 

manuscript that jointly identifies the English religious establishment, the Catholic religion of the 

Stuarts, and religious persecution as the work of Antichrist, Bunyan embraces more aggressive 

rhetoric, concluding that “Antichrist shall not down, but by the hands of kings.”404  

While some scholars are inclined to see Bunyan’s appeal to the role of godly monarchs in 

destroying Antichrist as a rejection of his earlier quietism, a careful reading of the text illustrates 

the coherence of his approach. Even here, he demonstrates that the primary battle to be fought is 

spiritual in nature, rather than political. The “soul, or that spirit of error” in the Antichristian 
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establishment must be destroyed “by the brightness of [Christ’s] coming.”405 While it is tempting 

to interpret this passage as referring to Christ’s paraousia, Bunyan explains that this promise has 

“long ago been fulfilled here in England” as well as other Protestant nations where Reformation 

preaching has loosened the grasp of Catholicism on the hearts and minds of the people.406 Yet 

while contention and persuasion is sufficient to destroy the soul and spirit of Antichrist, 

persecution has relied on the support of state power since the reign of Nimrod in Babel. Once the 

“soul and life” of Antichrist has been undermined by persuasion and civil disagreement, the 

“body”—the laws and legal institutions used to “impose and enforce” worship on tender 

consciences—will still remain. Bunyan trusts the “Sword of Christ’s mouth”—that is, the Word 

of God preached freely—to rob these laws of their heart, but their skeletal remains must be 

destroyed at the hands of kings and magistrates.407 Far from suggesting that godly kings might 

threaten unbelievers with civil punishment as some have alleged, Bunyan here speaks of the need 

for the complete dismantling of the legal institutions that facilitate persecution—work that can 

only be completed by appropriate civil authorities.  

 Bunyan vividly illustrates the need for disestablishment in his masterwork, The Pilgrim’s 

Progress. On a pilgrimage to the Celestial City, the pious traveler Christian encounters a gory 

and terrifying sight: the “blood, ashes, and mangled bodies of men, even of pilgrims” slain by 
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“two giants, Pope and Pagan.” Yet Christian walks past unscathed, as Pagan (representing the 

persecution of believers under pagan states) “has been dead many a day,” while Pope is “grown 

so crazy and stiff in his joints that he can now do little more than sit in his Cave’s mouth.”408 

However when the travelling party of The Pilgrim’s Progress Part II, a sequel published in 

1684, traverses the same valley, they find a spry young giant inhabiting the cave fortress. Giant 

Maul, presumably the Church of England, brags of his service to the king, and wields a club 

symbolizing civil authority.409 The episode clearly illustrates why the fight against persecution 

requires the disestablishment of religion. The defeat or decline of one persecuting giant in the 

tale only gives rise to another, so long as the tools of persecution remain—just as the 

Reformation’s enfeeblement of Papal authority in England did not end the persecution of 

Dissenters like Bunyan, but simply begat new persecution under the Church of England.410 The 

institutional weapons that abet persecution must finally be destroyed, but persecution will only 

be ended when political forces combine to tear down the laws and institutions used to compel 

worship. Bunyan thus promotes a two-pronged ethic towards ending persecution: the faithful are 

to use contention, argumentation, and persuasion to undermine the “soul” of persecution, while 

those in legitimate positions of authority use lawful political power to dismantle the “body” of 

persecutory laws.  
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VI. “Faith and Patience Do the Work”  

 To contemporary scholars of toleration, Bunyan’s deeply theological approach to 

pluralism may appear both idiosyncratic and eccentric. Yet he clearly condemns persecution and 

offers an unapologetic defense of the rights of conscience—albeit in terms that may be 

unfamiliar to modern readers. For Bunyan, persecution is one of the central problems facing 

human society, and the source of immeasurable suffering from Cain’s murder of his brother Abel 

to the present day. Toleration must overcome the human instinct to punish beliefs and practices 

that they consider morally objectionable. Persecution naturally flows from moral judgment; there 

is little reason to persecute if our attitude is one of studied indifference.411 The impulse to 

persecute, however, is countered by an equally strong desire for revenge. Unrestrained, societies 

risk spiraling into endless cycles of persecution and retribution. The successful practice of 

toleration rests on the ability to restrain both the impulse to persecute, and the impulse to take 

vengeance upon persecutors, halting the cyclical violence of persecution and retribution. 

Many modern theorists of toleration attempt to solve the problem of persecution through 

diminishing disagreement or relativizing moral judgments, as when Gordon Allport reports that 

true tolerance “not only endures, but in general approves of” difference.412 On these accounts, 

tolerance rests on respect or esteem for those who approach moral issues differently, including 

the presumption that their convictions are themselves morally or ethically valuable.413 Bunyan, 

however, makes no effort to dampen the notes of judgment or condemnation in society. For 
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Bunyan, persecution will not be resolved by indifference or enlightened relativism, as toleration 

is not a matter of minor disagreement or trivial differences, but deeply held convictions and 

incommensurable values. Instead, toleration is best characterized as a principled commitment to 

continued disagreement in the face of intractable differences. Bunyan seeks to replace the 

impulses toward persecution and vengeance with an ethic of patient persuasion, where 

individuals refrain from both coercion and retribution and instead aim to persuade their 

opponents. In this sense, he envisions a deeply contested public square, admitting the persistence 

of disagreements and aiming to navigate rather than negate differences. By championing 

persuasion over persecution, Bunyan seeks to shatter the cycle of violence and avoid a summum 

malum of total conflict. Persuasion and persecution are, in Bunyan’s account, natural opposites. 

In The Holy War, the forces of Shaddai persist in persuasion, while Diabolus’ army resorts to 

deception, coercion, and destruction. When Diabolus and the blood-men make their final attempt 

on Mansoul, they forgo any pretense of capturing the city, aiming solely at its destruction. 

Against persecution (“a design laid for the ruin of … souls”), Bunyan suggests that believers are 

“called to quietness and patience.”414 Persecution, by contrast, is thus the abdication of the duty 

to persuade, an attempt to win by the sword what we could not win with our words. 

 This commitment to patient persuasion is quite demanding. It is no easy thing to forbear 

with those with whom we have deep and intractable differences; neither is it a simple task to 

respond to our persecutors with patience and grace. Yet here lies Bunyan’s greatest strength as a 

theorist of toleration. Rather than discount or dismiss these concerns, Bunyan undertakes what 

biographer William York Tyndall has called “the delicate surgery of soul,” carefully and 

compassionately identifying the burdens and challenges that accompany the practice of 
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toleration.415 Where some would be content with articulating the duty to tolerate difference and 

disagreement, Bunyan identifies and articulates the virtues and convictions that make toleration 

possible. Here, as in his Holy War, “Faith and Patience do the work.”416 The practice of 

toleration—or the triumph of persuasion over persecution—is made possible by the complex 

interaction between faith and patience. Specifically, the commitment to persuasion is sustained 

by eschatological conviction and trust that “God rules, and has the dispose of things.”417 Bunyan 

decries “murmuring, shrinking, wincing, and the like” as attitudes that belie “distrust of the 

faithfulness of God to manage men, things, and actions for his church.”418 Toleration relies on 

faith in the divine providence and purpose of God: “If you believe that the God whom you serve 

is supreme governor, and is also wise enough to manage affairs in the world for his church,” he 

writes in Seasonable Counsel, “pray keep fingers off, and refrain from doing evil.”419 

By infusing the doctrine of divine retribution into the theory of toleration, Bunyan both 

dissuades would-be persecutors and defuses the desire for earthly vengeance. As the literary 

scholar John R. Knott writes, Bunyan’s commitment to patient persuasion is underpinned by “a 

confidence, even exultation, in a divine justice that will ensure that those who inflict the 

suffering will be punished.”420 Absent their repentance, persecutors will gain “the wages for their 

work … [and] perish forever,” suffering the just consequences of their wrongdoing.421 “Wouldest 
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thou change places with them?” Bunyan asks those who are tempted to persecute; “Dost thou 

desire to be with them?”422 The assurance of divine punishment makes our earthly efforts at 

punishment look feeble in comparison, and ultimately unnecessary. God has not “missed the 

opportunity” to punish injustice, and Cain the persecutor walks the earth safe from human 

revengement only because he awaits a greater and far more serious punishment at the hands of a 

vengeful God.423 “None need to add to the sorrows of the persecutors,” Bunyan concludes, for 

“they above all men are prepared unto wrath.”424 Eschatology provides the necessary framework 

to separate moral judgment from temporal or civil punishment, by transposing the imposition of 

justice to the eschaton. As the Croatian theologian Miroslav Volf writes, “The certainty of God’s 

just judgment at the end of history is the presupposition for the renunciation of violence in the 

middle of it.”425 While the impulse to repay persecution and wrongdoing with earthly 

punishment remains strong, “to wait for God in the way of his judgments doth well become a 

Christian.”426 By counseling believers to refrain from vengeance, Bunyan reiterates his 

conviction that punishment for such wrongdoing is best left to God, who will repay.427 

Beyond the certainty of divine punishment, Bunyan derives great hope from the promises 

of eschatology. The return of Christ in judgment, he writes in the final paragraphs of The 

Discourse of the House of the Forest of Lebanon (itself a picture of the persecuted church), 

should cause “the saint to hope, and to rejoice in hope of the glory of God, notwithstanding 

 
422 Bunyan, WJB, Volume II. 732. 

 
423 Bunyan, WJB, Volume II. 44. 

 
424 Bunyan, WJB, Volume II. 450. 

 
425 Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 233. 

 
426 Bunyan, WJB, Volume II. 732. 

 
427 Knott, “Bunyan and the Cry of Blood,” 5.  



143 

 

present tribulations.”428 In Bunyan’s eyes, the difficult work of toleration is made less taxing by 

the promises of eschatology. “Let this also put the saints upon patience,” he writes of Christ’s 

return; “When we know that a trial will have an end, we are by that knowledge encouraged to 

exercise patience.”429 Toleration requires a patient commitment to persuasion even in difficult 

times. “To patience how long?” he asks: “To the coming of the Lord.”430 While ever careful to 

place eschatological satisfaction in God’s hands, rather than trust the enthusiastic acts of human 

actors, Bunyan offers an end to the agonies of disagreement. The burdens of toleration are thus 

eased by the promise that darkness will not overcome the light, nor will evil triumph over good, 

nor the intolerant overcome those who are committed to toleration. “This is our seed-time, our 

winter,” he writes; a necessary season before the church blossoms in new growth and matures to 

a golden harvest.431 In the midst of difficulty, he concludes, faith in God’s divine providence 

brings “a holy boldness and confidence into the soul.”432 

While faith in Christ’s eventual return in judgment is central to Bunyan’s commitment of 

toleration, his embrace of eschatology is not without qualification. Sensitive to the myriad ways 

in which chiliastic politics may go awry, he condemns the “extravagant opinions” of those who 

assume that Christ’s coming is a matter of “carnal weapons” and “temporal glory” alongside 

foolhardy attempts to predict the precise time of Christ’s return.433 The rhetoric of divine 

retribution must never justify taking punishment to human hands: Bunyan is careful to 
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emphasize that God possesses a holy monopoly on violence and he alone has the right to punish. 

Those who remain preoccupied with the temporal and material dimensions of Christ’s return fail 

to the grasp the immense spiritual implications of eschatology. But purely spiritual 

interpretations of the eschaton may give rise to disappointment and despair, since the demands of 

patience can chafe upon those who bear hardships in light of God’s apparent silence or perpetual 

delay. Even so, he advises sufferers not to despair, highlighting the providence of God in 

preserving the church through persecution. “Is preservation nothing?” he asks of those who fail 

to see divine providence: “Is baffling and befooling the enemies of God’s church nothing?”434 

Even in silence, he insists, the Lord has not abdicated his care for his people.435 

 

VII. Conclusion 

 Bunyan’s political writings offer unique insight into the relationship between the doctrine 

of divine retribution, the rhetoric of divine wrath, and the practice of toleration. This rhetoric, 

which posits the eternal damnation of the impenitent, may be seen as both exclusionary and as 

foreclosing future avenues of conversation. Though many theorists worry that eschatological 

concepts such as these are incompatible with toleration, Bunyan could hardly be clearer in 

articulating a full-throated argument for toleration. Bunyan carefully mines the human psyche to 

understand the problems of persecution and toleration. For Bunyan, persecution is not only an 

assault on the sacrosanct conscience, but also a renunciation of the duty to persuade. Persuasion, 

rather than persecution, is the appropriate means of addressing our interminable differences. As 
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Hill writes, “Bunyan’s theology assumes pluralism … For Bunyan, discussion is of the 

essence.”436 However, Bunyan offers more than a simple defense of conscience; his 

eschatologically-inflected account of toleration demonstrates the ways in which the doctrine and 

rhetoric of divine wrath offer unique solutions to what some have called “the paradox of moral 

toleration.” Toleration presumes serious and perhaps intractable moral disagreement—so how 

can it be deemed good, permissible, or praiseworthy to tolerate or to turn a blind eye towards 

what one believes to be morally reprehensible or deserving of condemnation.437 What guarantee 

is there that the intolerant—or evil—will not overcome? 

 The answer lies in the assurance of divine justice. The eschatological doctrine of divine 

retribution offers Bunyan confidence that right will at long last triumph over wrong, and that the 

sufferers, the persecuted, and the tolerant of the earth will be vindicated. Eschatology is the 

source of Bunyan’s certainty that the intolerant will not and cannot ultimately triumph. The 

patient practice of toleration is thus sustained by faith, hope, or confidence in the outcome of our 

efforts. Bunyan’s scriptural hermeneutic allows him to place the experience of individuals within 

a grand narrative of history, culminating in eternal vindication and eschatological fulfilment. In 

the meantime, the promise of divine justice allows us to separate our judgments from vengeance, 

practicing toleration and persuasion with the promise of eventual success. Where agonistic 

approaches to politics consign citizens to never-ending disagreement, Bunyan offers the hope of 

a final end to conflict. This hope then provides motivation to recover from setbacks, and to resist 
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the urge to persecute. “When we know that a trial will have an end,” he writes, “we are by that 

knowledge encouraged to exercise patience.”438 

Though the doctrine of divine retribution may serve toleration in this way, its 

accompanying rhetoric is another matter. The language of hellfire lends itself to rhetorical 

excess, and fire-and-brimstone pronouncements of cosmic judgment—like those of the Pit 

Preacher—may seem like counter-productive aberrations in civil discourse. Yet as Bunyan 

demonstrates, the rhetoric of divine wrath is more than gratuitous provocation or fantastical 

catharsis. Instead, the language of cosmic punishment serves a valuable purpose, allowing 

individuals to access a uniquely powerful register of moral condemnation and avoid the risk that 

our toleration be perceived as indifference or approval. When Bunyan asserts that the 

punishment of persecutors must be left to God, he communicates that persecution is so grave an 

error that it cannot even be appropriately addressed through human mechanisms of justice, but 

instead requires supernatural punishment. In so doing, the rhetoric of divine wrath reflects the 

moral seriousness of judgment, while discouraging humans from taking matters into their own 

hands. As Brianna Rennix writes, “the language of hellfire … isn’t an outright threat to slaughter 

your enemies, but neither is it a bloodless civil censure.”439 The language of hellfire evokes a 

degree of moral judgment so severe that to act upon it with civil power would invite a cataclysm 

of violence and injustice. While such imagery is certainly subject to abuse, it also provides a 

language capable of addressing immense and immeasurable wrongdoing.440 Even so, the rhetoric 

of wrath cannot be the sole mechanism of contention or communication: fire-and-brimstone 
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preaching is just one of the many forms that persuasion takes in Shaddai’s battle for Mansoul. 

While the rhetoric of divine wrath may be appropriate in the cases where toleration is most 

difficult to practice, not all disagreements rise to such a level. The rhetoric of divine retribution is 

best reserved for the most critical disagreements; when it is overused, it loses its rhetorical 

weight. Moreover, Bunyan suggests that it should be paired with appeals for dialogue and 

disputation, rather than merely consigning our opponents to hell with moral finality.441 Though 

both Diabolus and Shaddai utilize the language of punishment and wrath, it is Diabolus who 

abandons persuasion, taking it upon himself to finally destroy Mansoul by coercive power and 

foreclose future conflict. In Bunyan’s use, such rhetoric must be tied to the ethic of persuasion 

and the promise and hope of conversion. Let us not forget that Christian’s pilgrimage of faith in 

The Pilgrim’s Progress began with the words of Evangelist, who bids him “Fly from the wrath to 

come.”442 In this context, even the language of hellfire is a vehicle for vindicating our judgments 

by “controversy, contention, disputation, argument, reasonings, &c.” rather than by the 

persecutory institutions of state coercion.443  

Bunyan’s political writings are a testament to the tolerationist uses of hellfire. The 

rhetoric of divine wrath, when used with restraint, allows speakers to communicate the strongest 

forms of moral condemnation in a manner consistent with a continued practice of toleration. As 

the rhetoric of divine retribution is not incompatible with toleration, a finer-grained analysis is 

necessary in order to judge preachers like Birdsong. Rather than assuming that the theological 

intolerance of apocalyptic believers necessarily produces civil intolerance, one must evaluate the 
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sincerity of their commitment to persuasion and willingness to absolutely foreswear temporal 

coercion and violence. Moreover, Bunyan’s political thought suggests that the doctrine of divine 

retribution may provide the basis for a confident and expansive commitment to toleration, rather 

than coercion. Faith in the inevitability of divine punishment can empower the patient practice of 

toleration, but only when its attendant actions are guided into persuasion, rather than persecution. 

“Pray keep fingers off, and refrain from doing evil,” Bunyan reminds believers in Seasonable 

Counsel.444 God has “taken the revengement of the blood of his servants into his own hand, and 

will execute his wrath himself.”445 Disagreement must be worked out with the weapons of the 

word—rhetoric, reasoning, preaching, and persuasion—while extending toleration to even the 

most intractable other. Bunyan’s doctrine of divine retribution gives citizens and saints alike 

ample reason to avoid taking matters into their own hands, instead encouraging them to “be long 

patient, even ‘unto the coming of the Lord.’”446 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

 

I. Introduction 

 Over the course of this book, I have demonstrated the positive uses of apocalyptic 

theology in supporting the practice of toleration. Rather than necessarily undermine tolerance or 

precipitate mass violence, apocalyptic premises may provide critical and unique support for an 

expansive and confident commitment to toleration. For Roger Williams, Gerrard Winstanley, and 

John Bunyan, apocalyptic religion provided a framework capable of justifying toleration, 

contextualizing the persecution and suffering they faced, and defending toleration against its 

opponents. These thinkers demonstrate the possibilities of an apocalyptic politics of toleration.  

 Toleration is a critical feature of liberal political thought, a central organizing feature of 

modern open societies, and a valuable tool for navigating the diversity and disagreement 

generated in an increasingly interconnected and globalized world. Yet it is at the same time 

deeply paradoxical. I have argued that toleration is predicated on moral disapprobation, or 

judgment that the action, belief, or practice which is to be tolerated is morally reprehensible, evil, 

or mistaken. It is natural that we should act upon our moral judgments, and as such there is some 

presumption in favor of punishing, proscribing, prohibiting, or otherwise seeking to destroy, 

limit, or reform the subject of our moral judgments. Toleration overrides this impulse, allowing 

the subject of our disapproval to continue on, even grow and flourish, unhindered by coercive 

force. As T.M. Scanlon writes, “Tolerance requires us to accept people and permit their practices 
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even when we strongly disapprove of them,” replacing the instinct to proscribe with an attitude 

“between wholehearted acceptance and unrestrained opposition.”447 

 This account of toleration prompts two serious questions. First, if toleration is predicated 

upon negative moral judgment, why is it that “it should be thought good to tolerate?” 448While 

toleration is easily justified on pragmatic grounds, why should we think of toleration as a moral 

good or duty, if it entails a permissive attitude towards evil, error, or wrongdoing? Do the 

tolerant not become complicit in the evils and errors they tolerate? Any attempt to justify 

toleration on principled rather than pragmatic grounds must answer this puzzle. A second and 

even more puzzling question concerns the boundaries of toleration. Toleration cannot exist 

without limits, as surely there are certain evils so great or errors so grave that the risks of 

permitting them to grow or continue outweigh the reasons offered in favor of toleration. The 

“political paradox of toleration” concerns the “the boundary separating it from what cannot be 

tolerated.”449  

 The central puzzle of this book concerns whether apocalypticism is capable of offering 

satisfactory responses to the moral and political problems of toleration, and so grounding a 

principled commitment to toleration. As I argued in Chapter II, apocalyptic movements are 

characterized by moral and historical certainty, and laden with the expectation of eschatological 

vindication. To the degree that typical arguments for toleration rely upon accounts of epistemic 

limitation and political or historical uncertainty, it would seem that apocalyptic religion is 
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incompatible with the practice of toleration. Yet Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan prove 

differently, adapting and applying eschatological doctrines in order to justify and sustain the 

practice of toleration. Apocalyptic expectation provides the primary grounds for their practice of 

toleration. While the contents of their eschatological visions differ in many respects (for 

instance, Winstanley’s eschaton involves the universal conversion of all to Christianity, whereas 

Bunyan and Williams relish the future punishment of sinners), each takes comfort in the 

inevitability of the eschaton. Toleration is possible because the end of history is not in doubt. Not 

only does toleration secure public peace, but it may be seen as a positive good thanks to the 

eschatological promise that evil will not ultimately escape judgment. Though the moral certainty 

of apocalyptic faith might provoke conflict, believers are able to practice toleration knowing that 

in so doing, they are not “turning a blind eye” to wrongdoing or error, but are instead simply 

ceding the privilege of punishment to God and eternity. Similarly, the apocalyptic tolerationist is 

able to establish expansive boundaries to toleration, confident that the persecutors of the saints 

will not prosper in their attempts to destroy the faithful. Toleration may even be extended to the 

intolerant, with the assurance that they will not ultimately succeed in their attempts to defeat the 

forces of toleration.  Finally, the apocalyptic frame allows these three to place the practice of 

toleration itself within an eschatological frame, urging their followers to wholeheartedly practice 

toleration in the hopes of a future world where toleration is unnecessary. This hope eases the 

burdens of disagreement, sustaining the practice of toleration in difficult times. 

 In this final chapter, I revisit several themes within these three distinct yet overlapping 

apocalyptic theories of toleration. Apocalyptic eschatology provided Williams, Winstanley, and 

Bunyan with key psychological, theoretical, and practical resources to sustain the practice of 

toleration. Drawing on revelatory experience, they present a rich and realistic understanding of 
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the burdens and challenges of toleration and provide compelling answers to the moral and 

political problems of toleration. Their apocalyptic political theology, characterized by a careful 

interplay between hope and patience, provides warrant for the practice of toleration while 

navigating the potential pitfalls of apocalyptic politics. These insights may sustain and invigorate 

our own commitment to toleration.  

I begin in Section II by revisiting the basic challenges of toleration. Toleration makes 

significant demands of those who seek to practice it, requiring them to make unhappy 

compromises and to live with things they believe to be wrong. For Williams, Winstanley, and 

Bunyan, however, eschatology provides a helpful framework for understanding the burdens and 

difficulties of toleration. They each articulate a declinist ‘fall’ narrative explaining the origins 

and identity of the disagreements that cleave humane communities and create the conditions 

under which toleration becomes necessary. In Section III, I exposit the critical role that 

apocalyptic hope plays in sustaining the practice of toleration through promising an end to 

disagreement and assuring the tolerant that their efforts are not in vain. This sense of hope 

reduces the temptation of political withdrawal. Yet apocalyptic hopes can just as easily produce 

radicalism or fanaticism. In Section IV, I outline the ways in which Williams, Winstanley, and 

Bunyan elevate the virtue of patience to coequal status with hope, restraining and balancing their 

apocalyptic hopes and avoiding the pitfall of apocalyptic fanaticism. In Section V, I conclude by 

reflecting on the practice of toleration in light of these virtues, or considering what it means to 

practice toleration in a patient, yet hopeful, apocalyptic posture. Though the framework of 

eschatology seems prone to producing a demeanor of fatalism or resignation, I argue that 

eschatology does not preclude agency. By placing toleration within an eschatological frame, 

Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan establish a temporal space dedicated to the practice of 



153 

 

toleration and persuasion. In Section VI, the epilogue, I briefly discuss the relevance of patience 

and hope to the contemporary practice of toleration. 

 

II. Eden, the Fall, and the Burden of Toleration 

Toleration is not easy. Though it may prove immensely valuable as a means of securing 

peace and harmony among many different perspectives, identities, and values in a diverse and 

global society, the same features that render it necessary also make it difficult to practice. As 

Bernard Williams has noted, “We need to tolerate other people and their ways of life only in 

situations that make it very difficult to do so.”450 Toleration presupposes the existence of a 

negative moral judgment, which is then restrained by other considerations that offer a reason for 

toleration. As such, it rests in a sort of uncomfortable inconsistency. As George P. Fletcher 

concludes, “If they could, tolerant people would wish the tolerated behavior out of existence, but 

… They must suffer what they would rather not confront.”451 Toleration entails, Fletcher 

continues, an “element of suffering” as it requires the tolerant “to suffer what we cannot stand 

because we ought not, for a variety of reasons, intervene.”452  

Though this depiction of toleration as suffering may seem overly pessimistic, the burdens 

of toleration were widely understood in earlier times. When Cicero described tolerantia as an 

attribute, it referred to the strength of character necessary to endure hardship.453 As tolerantia 
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became more widely adopted as a virtue in Stoicism and early Christianity, it became 

inextricably connected to the idea of suffering: tolerantia was the virtue or trait of character 

required to weather a plague, natural disasters, or other crises.454 This sense of toleration as 

tantamount to suffering is evident in a number of languages, where “tolerance” and “patience” 

possess clear etymological connections. In English, similarly, we still speak of “pain tolerance” 

as the capacity to suffer discomfort or agony.455 Yet the connection between suffering and 

toleration has largely been lost in modernity; liberal arguments for toleration portray toleration as 

“natural and easy,” the product of “serene common sense.”456 I argue that we ought not to forget 

the relationship between toleration and suffering or discomfort, for even now the types of deep 

disagreements and conflict that demand toleration require a serious, firm, and sober-minded 

recognition of its difficulty.  

Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan were each well aware of the burdens and challenges 

of toleration. Not only did each suffer personally for their defense of toleration, but they found 

themselves obliged on principle to extend the offer of toleration even to those who would not 

reciprocate.457 Yet suffering demands explanation. For them, an eschatologically-framed 

narrative of decline offered the ability to recognize and contextualize the unnatural and difficult 

dimensions of toleration. While apocalyptic thought tends to focus on the end of history, 

eschatology properly understood encompasses the entire narrative arc of history, from creation to 
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consummation. Eschatology “imposes a narrative coherence” upon the events of history, placing 

the crises and difficulties of the present within that narrative. Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan 

turn to a narrative of decline in order to explain the persistence of disagreement, the rise of 

persecution, and the conditions that make toleration both necessary and difficult.  

For Williams, toleration is a requisite part of living in a world where believers and 

unbelievers are thoroughly intermixed. Though the church had originally been created in purity, 

Christian leaders and monarchs tore down the “hedge of separation” that protected the church’s 

worship from political influence, to disastrous effect. Not only were their attempts to coerce 

others into faith explicitly forbidden by Scripture, intolerant policies exacerbated the very 

disagreements they hoped to resolve. By opening “a gap between the Garden of the Church and 

the Wilderness of the world,” Williams concludes, Christians undermined the spiritual health of 

the church as “by degrees, the Gardens of the Churches of Saints were turned into the 

Wildernesse of whole Nations.”458 His account is a lesson in good intentions and unintended 

consequences. Though Christian leaders such as Constantine had hoped to use the tools of the 

state to expand the reach of the church, they instead left faithful believers stranded within the 

“wildernesse condition” and created tools that would be used in future years to persecute 

believers. Williams’ “wildernesse condition” is one of rampant confusion, with believers and 

unbelievers commingled in permanent disagreement and seemingly inevitable conflict. Thus, by 

their “unknowing zeale” Christian leaders produced the very situation that makes toleration 

necessary.459 
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For Gerrard Winstanley, a similar confusion reigns within the souls and minds of every 

person. Like Williams, Winstanley traces the present condition of the world to an original breach 

of the distinction between political authority and spiritual matters. Thus the fundamental spiritual 

and political equality of Eden was ended when leaders “set up one man to teach and rule over 

another.”460 When humans established hierarchical positions to rule and reign over spiritual 

matters, they killed “the Spirit of Reason” indwelling in each person, plunging humanity into 

intractable disagreement. By sacrificing their right to spiritual self-government, they 

inadvertently destroyed the ability to rational self-government more broadly. Barring the 

supernatural restoration of reason, human society is inevitably divided by incommensurable 

differences, as even persecutors believe themselves to be serving God in their actions.461 

John Bunyan similarly suggests that toleration is necessary in order to secure peace in the 

presence of deep and abiding disagreement. For him, deep disagreements such as those described 

by Williams and Winstanley almost inevitably produces violence. Jealousy and the impulse to 

punish—first seen in Cain’s murder of his brother Abel—grow over time as tyrannical political 

authorities seek to entrench their authority over the bodies and souls of their citizens. The natural 

impulse to punish those we believe to be wrong often manifests itself either as unjust 

persecution, or as brutal and unrestrained vengeance against persecutors. Without a commitment 

to toleration, societies devolve into cyclical outbreaks of violence and retribution.  

These declinist narratives provide an important frame for the practice of toleration, 

allowing Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan to illustrate and articulate the specific challenges 

facing toleration. This was particularly critical in a time when it was commonly argued and 
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assumed that the magistrate possessed a right to impose limits on matters of conscience and to 

persecute or prohibit the practice of religions other than that endorsed by the state. Persecution, 

their contemporaries might have argued, was perfectly natural and historically normal. The fall 

narrative, however, demonstrates that persecution, just like the disagreement that precipitates it, 

is an aberration. The declinist narrative allows these thinkers to paint peace and harmony as the 

natural condition of mankind, derailed by covetousness, power-seeking, difference, and 

disagreement. As the renunciation of persecution, toleration offers the possibility of securing 

civil peace, harmonious coexistence, and freedom of worship amid disagreement and difference.  

This frame deeply shapes the apocalyptic approach to toleration taken by Williams, 

Winstanley, and Bunyan. First, it portrays disagreement and conflict as neither permanent nor 

everlasting. By implication, there is some hope of a world where the burdens of disagreement are 

lessened and we learn to live in harmony. As neither disagreement nor persecution are inevitable, 

toleration is as a contingent and transitory practice—an impermanent practice for an imperfect 

world. Put simply, toleration is on this account a temporary solution demanded by the exigences 

of the human condition. While this picture of human society and its problems is bleak, it paints a 

realistic picture of the psychological, practical, and political difficulties of toleration, illustrating 

that something is disordered or disjointed in a world where justice, equity, and peace demand 

that we permit evil and error to flourish. In this simple recognition, Williams, Winstanley, and 

Bunyan offer a theodicy for the difficulties of toleration, explaining its burdensome character 

while offering the hope of a better future. 
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III. Eschatological Hope and the Practice of Toleration 

If the declinist narratives offered by the apocalyptic defenders of toleration are correct, 

then toleration will be markedly difficult: the world is filled with deep and abiding 

disagreements, and those who champion the cause of toleration must overcome their own desire 

for vengeance while resisting or suffering the wrath of persecutors. Toleration may be 

impermanent, but it willnot be easy. Glenn Tinder responds to this realist view, concluding that 

“Tolerance must now be seen as a form of resistance to strong and elemental impulses and to be 

in that sense anti-natural. It must be seen as onerous and demanding, rather than easy.”462 Given 

this difficulty, Tinder concludes, “If tolerance is to survive … its temper must become resolute 

and sometimes even grim.”463 In fact, this account of the world and the difficulties of political 

and communal life seems likely to produce pessimistic withdrawal from the world. Why not 

retreat into insular communities to await the eschaton? Though the apocalyptic thinkers studied 

here share Tinder’s diagnosis of the burdens of toleration, they articulate a rather different 

conclusion. Rather than a grim or dour commitment to toleration, what is needed is hope. Indeed, 

Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan each predicate their practice of toleration upon a sense of 

hope—hope in eschatological fulfilment, apocalyptic vindication, or the historical certainty of a 

better future.  

Williams clearly draws the connection between toleration and apocalyptic hope in his 

exposition of the parable of the wheat and the tares, a common scriptural proof-text for the 

doctrine of toleration. While some focus on the parable’s epistemic implications (concerning the 
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difficulty of distinguishing tares from the wheat), Winstanley gives it a distinctly apocalyptic 

reading, concluding that the tares are to be left in the field “so long as till the Angels the Reapers 

come to reape the Harvest in the end of the world.”464 This conclusion rests upon Williams’ 

sense of historical certainty. Only eschatology provides the ultimate assurance that the weeds 

will not ultimately choke out the true crop, allowing Williams is able to commit to leaving them 

untouched until Christ’s return in judgment. Winstanley likewise holds out the promise of 

eschatology as a comfort to those who suffer for their commitment to toleration, instructing them 

to “Rejoyce in the midst of this cloud of national troubles, for your Redemption draws near.”465 

One day, he goes on, “Christ will reigne himself for ever and ever,” and “All the oppression, 

injustice, false shews and forms of Gods worship … [will] be destroyed in the world.”466 The 

difficulty of toleration is ameliorated in part by the certainty of Christ’s parousia. As Winstanley 

writes, “The winter is near past, the Summer is come, the flowers appear in the earth … the time 

of the singing of birds is come … for the Lord God omnipotent reigneth within and begins to 

reign in the world.”467 John Bunyan draws similar conclusions in A Discourse of the House of the 

Forest of Lebanon (a text that he claims represents “the church as she is assaulted for her 

worship, as she is persecuted for the same”).468 In the final paragraph of the work, he writes that 

the promise of Christ’s return should prompt “the saint to hope, and to rejoice in hope of the 

glory of God, notwithstanding present tribulations.”469 Though toleration is difficult (and those 
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who tolerate may be persecuted), the promise of the eschaton sustains the faithful in their 

practice of toleration. “When we know that a trial will have an end,” Bunyan concludes, “We are 

by that knowledge encouraged to exercise patience.”470 

This sense of hope or historical certainty is central to both the apocalyptic worldview as 

well as this distinctively apocalyptic account of toleration. Yet many scholars fear that that the 

moral and historical certainty of apocalyptic religion may lead to either unrestrained violent 

extremism, or disillusioned or pessimistic withdrawal from public affairs.471 In an essay entitled 

“Historical Inevitability, the historian of ideas Isaiah Berlin outlines the political implications of 

doctrines that posit the inevitability or pre-ordination of historical progress. All such doctrines—

whether they derive from mechanistic or materialist explanations, teleology, or eschatological 

providence—are, Berlin argues, antithetical to human freedom and responsibility.472 Describing 

a wide array of secular and religious accounts of historical inevitability, Berlin concludes that 

they each “entail … the elimination of the notion of individual responsibility.”473  

Berlin makes no attempt to demonstrate the falsity of the doctrine of historical 

inevitability, instead evaluating it solely on its consequences and implications. The logic of 

historical inevitability or certainty, he alleges, negates the agency and responsibility of 
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individuals for their actions. If the events of history are divinely ordered, then to judge 

individuals for their actions (caused as they are by forces beyond their own recognition or 

control) is as nonsensical as “if flies were to sit in solemn judgment upon each other for causing 

the revolutions of the sun or the changes of the seasons which affect their lives.”474 Under the 

doctrine of historical inevitability, it is thus “pointless to blame men for not having done better,” 

he concludes, for “their historical alibi is unbreakable.”475 The certainty or inevitability of history 

offers us an alibi, reliving us of responsibility at the same time that it robs us of agency. This 

implication, Berlin suggests, explains the perennial attractiveness of such doctrines, particularly 

“in ages in which the choices seem peculiarly agonizing, when strongly held ideals cannot be 

reconciled and collisions cannot be averted.”476 In such times, we may experience “a longing to 

lay down moral burdens,” and so minimize individual responsibility or transfer it to impersonal 

forces which can be accused of causing all our discontents.477 Within the context of conflict, he 

concludes, the doctrines of historical inevitability and determinism “seem peculiarly 

comforting.”478 

There is something to Berlin’s criticism, for the doctrine of historical inevitability may 

indeed provide an excuse for inaction. Yet Berlin is wrong to see this as an unmitigated evil, for 

sometimes inaction is precisely what peace and harmony demand. For Williams, Winstanley, and 

Bunyan, the doctrine of historical inevitability (though they would never use such a term to 
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describe their eschatology) plays a critical role in the practice of toleration, absolving them of 

any direct responsibility to punish or proscribe those with whom they have serious moral 

disagreements. To put things more clearly, the moral problem of toleration demands an answer 

as to why we should stand aside and allow evil or error to grow and reproduce. Is toleration not a 

form of complicity? Do we not have a responsibility to limit or prevent such wrongs from 

flourishing?  The apocalyptic historical certainty embraced by Williams, Winstanley, and 

Bunyan answers these challenges. One may tolerate in full knowledge that God will punish evil 

and vindicate righteousness, confident that the course of history is already determined and that 

our actions will not derail its progress towards its inevitable consummation. Eschatology allows 

us to “lay down [the] moral burdens” of disagreement, and absolves us of any responsibility to 

punish those with whom we have deep and abiding disagreements. Historical inevitability is in 

this sense indeed an alibi—but an alibi that justifies and sustains the practice of toleration.  

To elaborate upon this theme, apocalyptic hope enables the practice of toleration in two 

ways. First, it offers the assurance that evil will not ultimately go unpunished, and thus, a 

response to the moral problem of toleration. As Bunyan reminds those who might be tempted to 

take vengeance upon their enemies, the persecutors of the godly will gain “the wages for their 

work … [and] perish forever.”479 “None need add to the sorrows of the persecutors,” he 

concludes, for “they above all men are prepared unto wrath.”480 Williams indulges in similarly 

fiery rhetoric in anticipation of the time when the angels will separate the tares from among the 

wheat and “cast them into the everlasting burnings.”481 Peace and blessedness may await the 
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faithful, but all those who oppose Christ and his people will “drink of the Wine of the wrath of 

God.”482 While Winstanley, a committed universalist, avoids such broad, sweeping invocations 

of God’s wrath, he nonetheless promises that God will one day “cast the Serpent out of man; and 

subdue that corrupt flesh under his feet,” destroying all the sources of sinful “oppression, 

injustice, [and] false shews and forms of Gods worship.”483 The hope of divine justice and 

judgment plays a critical role in each account of toleration, by freeing individuals from direct 

responsibility for the wrongs permitted to flourish under the practice of toleration. Toleration 

may require the renunciation of temporal punishment, but those who believe in divine justice can 

rest assured that evil will not ultimately escape judgment. 

Second, the apocalyptic mode of toleration offers some assurance that the opponents of 

toleration will not succeed in their efforts to destroy it. For Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan, 

the revelation of the meaning and direction of history serves as a guarantee that evil will not 

ultimately triumph over good, nor will the intolerant come to dominate or destroy those who are 

committed to toleration. Accordingly, they are able to place their current troubles within a grand 

eschatological narrative that promises their ultimate redemption, restoration, or vindication. This 

provides, in Winstanley’s words, a “word of comfort to the saints” who can know that their trials 

will one day draw to a close.484 Whereas common secular accounts of toleration must worry 

whenever the intolerant appear to be ascendant (or even to make inroads against the culture of 

tolerance), eschatological accounts of toleration are able to weather such transient moments of 

crisis with confidence, knowing that the intolerant cannot ultimately triumph. As Williams 
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writes, though the church be surrounded by briars, thorns, and thickets, Christ will “restore his 

Garden and Paradice again.”485 Things often will appear bleak, as if the triumph of evil is all but 

certain: Bunyan goes so far as to depict the church as “scattered among the nations, as a flock of 

sheep are scattered in a wood or wilderness,” beset on all sides by “the boar, the Antichrist, the 

dragon, and his angels.”486 Even so, he concludes that they may commit themselves to peaceable 

persuasion, knowing that their enemies will be destroyed “by the brightness of [Christ’s] 

coming.”487 By contextualizing these trials within an eschatological narrative that offers 

historical certainty, apocalyptic toleration is prepared not only to justify the practice of 

toleration, but to weather uncertainty and difficulty with confidence. 

 

IV. The Practice of Patience 

Though Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan demonstrate the positive possibilities of 

apocalyptic hope, history indicates the practical and political risks inherent in such certainty. 

After all, as Jürgen Moltmann has remarked regarding eschatology, “no hope has caused so 

much unhappiness.”488 As Alison McQueen suggests, apocalypticism is often “hostile to the 

established political order” and in certain circumstances “legitimizes violent extremism … [as] 

those allied with the forces of evil become targets for divinely sanctioned obliteration.”489 At the 

same time that apocalyptic views may “make the crises of the day intelligible,” easing the 
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burdens of toleration and avoiding the temptation to pessimistic withdrawal from politics, they 

may equally exacerbate feelings of alienation, justifying violence against those who stand in the 

way of historical progress.490 The moral and historical certainty of apocalypticism can justify 

enormities and inhumanities intended to facilitate the passing of the old world and the birthing of 

the new. Apocalyptic hopes easily give rise to enthusiastic radicalism, or as McQueen describes 

it, “a full-throated embrace of the apocalyptic worldview, one that divides the world into good 

and evil, vilifies opponents, and pushes the battle for ultimate justice to its violent 

consummation.”491 

Though Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan each explicitly eschew violence and coercion 

in favor of toleration their reliance upon apocalyptic visions of judgment and vindication may 

still provoke concern from those who fear the instability of apocalypticism. Rainer Forst 

explicitly voices this concern regarding the judgmental rhetoric found in Williams and other 

early modern tolerationists. Discussing the parable of the wheat and tares, Forst writes, 

“Here, too, a fateful ambivalence and danger of inversion becomes apparent. For if God’s 

justice, according to his own revelation, will be levelled against the unbelievers, and if it 

should prove to be possible to recognize the weeds … and to pull them out without 

endangering the wheat, then such an act cannot be displeasing to God.”492 

If the parable of the wheat and tares justifies toleration, Forst implies, it does so only by 

demonstrating the practical difficulty of differentiating the wheat and tares. Once those epistemic 

and logistical obstacles are overcome, “the argument for toleration becomes inverted into an 

argument for the duty to be intolerant.”493 And so some may worry that though apocalyptic hopes 
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might be used to justify toleration, they do so only contingently and may easily be repurposed for 

intolerant ends.  

 Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan were well aware of the risks of apocalyptic 

radicalism, living as they did in a world where political and religious movements frequently 

turned to apocalyptic theology to justify their violent policies. Each thinker takes care to distance 

themselves from such apocalyptic revolutionaries. Bunyan explicitly condemns the “extravagant 

opinions” of radical chiliasts who attempt to pinpoint the day or hour of Christ’s return or 

foolishly believe that his millennial kingdom will be established by “carnal weapons.”494 

Williams likewise derides those who think that they might “expel that fog or mist of Errour, 

Heresie, Blasphemy, (as is supposed) with Swords and Guns,” along with those who “dreame … 

that the Crowne of Jesus will consist of outward material gold, and his Sword be made of iron or 

steele.”495 Even though Winstanley embraced a more significant role for social action in bringing 

about political change, he firmly renounced the use of violent or coercive means, writing “we 

shall not strive with sword and speare, but with spade and plow,” and concluding “let the 

righteous hearts wait with patience upon the Lord, to see what end he makes of all the confused 

hurley burleys of the world.”496 

 For eschatological hope to produce the fruit of toleration, rather than fanaticism and 

violence, it must be alloyed with a commitment to patience. For Williams, toleration itself was 

an act of patience that mirrored the patience of God. Concerning unbelievers and sinners, he 
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writes “the patience of God is, and the patience of Men ought to be exercised towards them,”497 

Indeed, he goes on to say that toleration relies not only on eschatological hope, but also 

“Patience, whose desired company is as needful as delightfull.”498 This patience is directly tied 

to eschatological expectation. As Williams writes, the tares must be tolerated “till the angels the 

Reapers come to reape the Harvest in the end of the world.”499 For Winstanley, likewise, 

believers are to “lie like a patient long-sufferer, till Christ come and destroy his enemies by the 

word of his mouth, and by the brightnesse of his coming.”500 Rather than precipitating 

apocalyptic frenzy, the inevitability of the eschaton demands patience and longsuffering. “If you 

believe that God whom you serve is supreme governor, and is also wise enough to manage 

affairs in the world for his church,” Bunyan concludes, “pray keep fingers off, and refrain from 

doing evil.”501 

 Apocalyptic expectation easily provokes opposite errors of fanaticism or pessimistic 

withdrawal. While the dangers of apocalyptic hope are well established, the despair of 

eschatological disappointment or delay is equally capable of precipitating horrific acts of 

violence or intolerance from those who have lost any source of meaning for their continued 

existence in the world.502 As Glenn Tinder writes, “We are tempted to violence both by 
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impatience and by despair.”503 Yet Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan harness the immense 

power of apocalypticism to promote toleration, while deftly avoiding both errors—thanks to the 

pairing of patience and hope. For Williams, life in the wilderness condition of the world is eased 

by the promise of Christ’s return, and “till then,” he writes, “both Thou and I must hope, and 

wait.”504 Rather than succumb to the impulse to vindicate their cause by force or to wallow in 

despair and pity, Winstanley instructs his followers to “hold forth the power of Christ, in faith 

and patience, till God finish his work and thereby destroys the enemies.”505 For the imprisoned 

preacher John Bunyan, likewise, Christians must commit to the patient practice of toleration until 

“the coming of the Lord.”506 Yet, “let this also put the saints upon patience,” he concludes of the 

promise of Christ’s return, “When we know that a trial will have an end, we are by that 

knowledge encouraged to exercise patience.”507 For Bunyan, as for Williams and Winstanley 

before him, the difficult work of toleration is sustained by the pairing of hope and patience. 

Though the practice of toleration may be arduous, “Faith and Patience do the work.”508 

 

V. Toleration, agency, and the arc of history. 

The patient yet hopeful model of apocalyptic toleration presented by Williams, 

Winstanley, and Bunyan avoids the opposite errors of enthusiasm and despair, but the politics of 
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the eschaton may be susceptible to a third, more insidious, political posture. Writing in Political 

Realism in Apocalyptic Times, Alison McQueen warns that apocalyptic political movements that 

are successful in avoiding the dangers of fanatism and withdrawal may still end in resignation, as 

believers conclude that “The world is going to hell … but there is nothing to be done.”509 Rather 

than motivating enthusiastic action or pessimistic withdrawal, this approach to the eschaton may 

“leave them defeated and disengaged,” concluding that “any actions they can take will be 

futile.”510 Though McQueen paints the apocalyptic posture as almost exclusively pessimistic 

(“the world is going to hell”), a similar error might occur even with more hopeful apocalyptic 

expectations.  

The operative point here lies in the relationship between human agency and the arc of 

history. Apocalyptic toleration is underpinned by a certain account of human agency; namely, for 

Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan the certainty of eschatological vindication is restrained in part 

by the conviction that human action has no role in establishing the kingdom of God. Radical 

human political action can no more inaugurate the apocalypse than it can drag God out of heaven 

down to earth. The eschaton will arrive, but on God’s timing and initiative. As John Murton, who 

deeply influenced Williams, writes “the worldly weapons, of earthly Kingdome cannot 

accomplish the things of Christ’s Kingdome.”511 The pairing of patience and hopes seems to 

produce an unusual combination of trans-historical certainty and immediate impotence; believers 

are left with little to do but bide the time, seeking the peace and prosperity of the community to 

which they belong and living their lives in accordance with divine command.  

 
509 McQueen, Political Realism in Apocalyptic Times, 204. 

 
510 McQueen, Political Realism in Apocalyptic Times, 204. 

 
511 Murton, Humble Supplication, 24.  



170 

 

This sense of impotence lies at the core of Berlin’s worry concerning the doctrine of 

historical inevitability. If the apocalypse promises the inevitable triumph of good, but in terms 

that place the eschaton entirely beyond the reach of human activity, then what is left to be done? 

How can such a feeling of historical inefficacy not result in a sense of resignation to the fate of 

the world or passivity in the face of political problems? A fatalistic attitude may well result from 

feeling that it is impossible to stem the rising tide of history. Those who feel swept along towards 

the ineluctable conclusion of time may feel that there is no purpose to constructive or positive 

political action. Why should believers consigned to waiting on the precipice of eternity not 

submit to their inexorable fate and resign themselves to waiting?  

Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan provide potential answers to this conundrum. First, 

the examples of their lives show little evidence of this inclination to fatalism or the politics of 

resignation. Instead, each eagerly set to work; Williams established the first explicitly 

tolerationist colony in North America; Winstanley championed non-violence and religious 

liberty through his leadership of the Digger commune; Bunyan continued in his tireless 

commitment to pastoral care and arguing the cause of toleration even while imprisoned. These 

actions reflect their theoretical commitments. For Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan, the 

apocalyptic hopes of the eschaton ease the burdens of toleration, while their commitment to 

patience moderates the sense of apocalyptic expectation. Rather than taking radical action in 

order to establish the kingdom of God on earth, apocalyptic believers are to patiently and 

hopefully await the supernatural inauguration of the eschaton. For believers, the promise of the 

eschaton inaugurates a peculiar reality: they wait a future that is promised—and in fact, already 

certain—but has not yet been instantiated. The theologian Geerhardus Vos captures the tension 
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of eschatology, describing it as living in the “Already/Not-yet;” a period where promised future 

realities must shape and inform our actions in the present.512  

The posture of patient yet hopeful waiting did not, for Williams, Winstanley, and 

Bunyan, entail inaction. Instead, the already-certain, but not-yet inaugurated nature of 

eschatological promise offered a unique opportunity; a temporal space within which they might 

engage in persuasion, evangelism, and toleration in patient, yet hopeful, expectation of the future 

eschaton. For Williams, the space between apocalyptic revelation and eschatological fulfilment 

offered an invaluable opportunity to share the gospel with unbelievers, knowing that “he that is a 

Briar, that is, a Jew, a Turke, a Pagan, an Anti-christian to day, may be (when the Word of the 

Lord runs freely) a member of Jesus Christ to morrow.”513 Thus, those who trust in Christ’s 

return must, while awaiting the parousia, become “Witnesses … testifying his holy Truth during 

all the Reign of the Beast.”514 Winstanley likewise embraced the practice of Digging as a method 

of witnessing to the  that God “is no respecter of Persons, but equally loves his whole 

Creation.”515 Far from adopting a spirit of fatalistic resignation in the face of historical 

inevitability, he saw Digging as a means of demonstrating the “pitched battaile between the 

Lamb and the Dragon” at stake “in the heart of every single man.”516 Similarly, Bunyan writes 

that in “the wilderness, or … her sackcloth state,” the church ought to throw itself into the 
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practice of persuasion, using only the tools “of controversy, contention, disputation, argument, 

reasonings, &c,” seeking to convert and convince others “by way of contention.”517  

Rather than foreclose the possibility of political action intended to usher in the eschaton, 

for Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan, the temporal and eternal promises of eschatology create 

space for political action—and specifically, for the practice of toleration. In assuring Williams of 

a perfected and purified society, yet transposing that vision into the future, eschatology enabled 

him to confidently work to expand the scope of toleration in the present. Similarly, the certainty 

of Christ’s “rising up … in sonnes and daughters” gave Winstanley the motivation and space to 

take steps to prefigure the eschatological restoration of reason, equality, and harmony in the 

Digger commune.518 And for Bunyan, by promising divine retribution, yet delaying it until the 

future, eschatology provides the necessary grounds to renounce violent coercion and instead 

champion the cause of persuasion.  

Apocalypticism offers its adherents both moral and historical certainty, in addition to the 

hope of cosmic vindication. Yet at the same time that apocalypticism promises a certain end to 

history, it places the quotidian experiences of political and moral life within history. To place 

faith in apocalyptic premises is to take a minor role within a narrative of which the conclusion is 

already known; to embrace both the full knowledge of the future and separation between us and 

it. Life in this peculiar tension is puzzling indeed, for things that are already determined have yet 

to take place. Yet, despite the strangeness of life in apocalyptic time, it bears striking 

resemblance to the practice of toleration itself. Toleration, like a life informed by eschatological 

promises, rests in a contingent and liminal space: the space between negative judgment and 
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punishment, or between positive acceptance and reward. The apocalyptic sensibility displayed by 

Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan places the practice of toleration within the arc of history. The 

promise of the apocalypse, for them, allows us to separate our moral instincts from ultimate 

judgment, and our disapproval from punishment. In so doing, eschatology emphasizes the 

temporality of toleration: its imperfection and its impermanence; its burden and its promise. 

Apocalyptic promises provide both the assurances necessary to justify and sustain toleration, and 

yet at the same establish the temporal space necessary in order to practice it. Between the 

certainty of apocalyptic revelation and the future of eschatological consummation lies the space 

necessary to tolerate difference and disagreement, in Williams’ words, “so long as till the … the 

end of the world.”519 

 

VI. Epilogue 

For Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan, apocalyptic political theology provided the 

necessary framework to justify their practice of toleration, comfort them in their suffering for its 

cause, and sustain their commitment through difficult times. Their example demonstrates the 

powerful potential of apocalyptic tolerationism. This finding offers new insight into the study of 

political apocalypticism. Those who are concerned that apocalyptic movements are predisposed 

to intolerance or violence must take a closer look in order to determine whether apocalyptic 

premises are put to tolerationist ends. At the same time, perhaps these arguments will be helpful 

or convincing to those who struggle with the certainty of their apocalyptic beliefs. Apocalyptic 
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premises need not lead to intolerance; instead, as in the thought of Williams, Winstanley, and 

Bunyan, they may ground a serious and principled commitment to toleration.  

While I have argued that apocalypticism played a critical role in grounding certain 

expansive early modern arguments for toleration, what implications does this have for the 

practice of toleration today? For many, particularly in Western liberal democracies, apocalyptic 

premises are either inaccessible or undesirable. Apocalyptic toleration may have been good 

enough for the seventeenth century, one might say, but we have better arguments now. Perhaps 

this is true. Yet there is still much to learn from this apocalyptic approach to toleration. First, 

Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan demonstrated a remarkable sensitivity to the difficulties and 

burdens of toleration. We do ourselves a disservice when we discount the tension that lies at the 

heart of toleration. This remains true today, as it is increasingly the case that the subjects of 

toleration are, themselves, unwilling to offer a reciprocal commitment to toleration. One cannot 

easily dismiss the moral or political challenges of toleration. 

Similarly, the complex relationship between patience and hope in this apocalyptic 

account of toleration shines light on the strengths and deficiencies of modern approaches to 

toleration. Whereas seventeenth century thinkers were primarily concerned with justifying 

toleration against a world dominated by intolerance, today the opposite condition largely holds. 

The main puzzle confronting toleration today concerns where to draw the limits, or boundaries, 

of what a tolerant society must put up with. Many argue that the intolerant cannot be tolerated, 

for doing so makes it possible that the intolerant will come to choke out or destroy toleration 

itself.520 If this is true, then toleration may be more limited than we think, for as Michael Walzer 
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has observed, many of those who we tolerate today are, in fact, intolerant.521 Ought we to 

exclude all of those from toleration? And if such strict limitations are justified, then the concept 

of toleration may prove to be either incoherent or self-destructive.522 

If radical utopianism displays a lack of patience, modern liberalism may suffer from a 

distinct deficit of hope. The shrinking liberal pessimism of Karl Popper stems, ultimately, from a 

lack of confidence that toleration is secure against the threat of the intolerant other. In a world 

where toleration and religious liberty enjoys significant institutional and cultural power, one 

wonders whether such pessimism is warranted. Better, perhaps, is the hopeful demeanor of 

Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan. The opponents of toleration today may be fearful, but a 

refusal to meet them upon the battlefield of ideas belies a lack of confidence in our own 

arguments. Winstanley’s rebuke of his seventeenth-century persecutors may well be aimed at 

modern pessimistic tolerationists: “If their cause be so good,” he asks, “why will they not suffer 

us to speak, and let reason … judge them and us.”523  

When Berlin set out to critique the doctrine of historical inevitability, he set aside any 

question of whether such beliefs were justified, evaluating it instead on the basis of its political 

and practical implications. Like Berlin, I do not attempt to provide a broader justification or 

critique of apocalyptic premises here. To venture to prove that a particular early modern and 

Protestant account of eschatology is correct is far beyond the scope of this book, or my abilities. 
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I cannot say, given the state of affairs in the world, whether hope is warranted; nor can I say 

whether patience ought to be extended to those who threaten toleration itself. However, I am 

content to evaluate how apocalyptic premises might shape the practice of toleration, or, to 

borrow and amend Berlin’s phrase, “to conceive what our picture of the world [or of toleration] 

would be if we seriously believed it.”524 To practice toleration with a real sense of patience and 

hope would require, I think, a real commitment to tolerating even difficult times. It entails 

extending patient toleration to those who hold beliefs that we find suspect, to those whose 

practices we dislike, and yes, even to those who do not reciprocate. Yet we would do so with 

confidence, trusting in the strength of argument and example and tolerating them in the hopes 

that, as Michael Walzer’s writes, “they may learn tolerance … [or] learn to live as if they 

possessed this virtue.”525 To practice toleration in patience and hope is to adopt a certain posture 

that will, inevitably, shape our own commitments. For Williams, Winstanley, and Bunyan, 

apocalyptic premises and the pairing of patience and hope underpinned a confident and 

principled commitment to toleration through uncertain and difficult times. Even if we cannot 

muster up the faith necessary to embrace apocalyptic premises, we would do well to consider 

how the virtues of patience and hope might shape and sustain our own commitment to toleration. 
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