Seminar 2-5: Sudden Deaths and Providential Punishment: Protestant Views of Providence

Seminar Aims
The witchcraft cases that we have been examining often centred on inexplicable events that happened in our lives: deaths of loved ones; illnesses; misfortune. There was, however, another explanation on offer for why such things occurred; that God intended them to do so, either to punish sin, or to try the believer, or for some other unknown, but doubtless just purpose. As Keith Thomas said, however (p.647-8): ‘This had never been a comfortable doctrine to swallow’. And it ‘offered no very promising means of redress’. That was true when it was applied to ourselves; but when it was applied to others, it was much more comprehensible,. Indeed, it was an ‘idiom’ (to use Alexandra Walsham’s terminology) which ran across the religious spectrum, and was not unique to ‘hotter sorts of protestants’. It was ‘capable of uniting godly and ungodly, literate and illiterate, privilege and poor’. It flowed up and down the social hierarchy, and helped to inform the views of the godly (and ungodly) death that we looked at in part I of this course. It drew on earlier, pre-reformation religious convictions which reformation theology crystallised and print technology helped to diffuse. This is the closest in the course that we shall come to examining any of the work of the period’s theologians and divines. 

We shall all look at the following texts:

Alexandra Walsham, Providence in Early-Modern England (Oxford, 1999), EITHER ch. 1 OR ch. 2.
Arthur Dent, A platform, made for proofe of Gods providence (1608) – available on EBBO or as a PDF file attached here
Thomas Beard, Theatre of Gods Judgments (London, 1631) – preface (available on EEBO or as a PDF file attached here); pp. 114-127 (Ch. XXI ‘Of Conjurers and Enchanters’) (available on EEBO or as a PDF file attached here), pp. 188-192 (Ch. XXX ‘Of those that by cursing and denying God give themselves to the Divell’) (available on EEBO or as a PDF file attached here); p. 197 (available on EEBO or as a PDF file attached here); pp. 553-5 (Ch. ‘Of Conjurers, Magitians and Witches’) (available on EEBO or as a PDF file attached here). 

Questions:

1. Why were the clergy of protestant England so concerned to promote the importance of God’s Providence?
2. What is the evidence for ‘the bulk of the populace’ having ‘no understanding of, if not outright contempt for, this crucial doctrine?
3. What is the evidence from the recycling of Providential stories that they are not so much the ‘imposition of a Calvinist view of providence’ as a ‘two-way traffic between oral tradition and the world of literacy, learning and print’?

Further Reading:
David Harley, 'Spiritual Physic, Providence and English Medicine, 1560-1640', in Medicine and the Reformation, ed. by Ole Peter Grell and Andrew Cunningham (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1993), pp. 101-17.
Blair Worden, 'Providence and Politics in Cromwellian England', Past and Present, 109 (1985), 55-99 [available on JSTOR].
Barbara Donagan, 'Godly Choice: Puritan Decision-Making in Seventeenth-Century England', Harvard Theological Review, 76 (1983), 307-34 [available on JSTOR]. Barbara Donagan, 'Understanding Providence: The Difficulties of Sir William and Lady Waller', Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 39 (1988), 433-44.
Paul Seaver, Wallington's World: A Puritan Artisan in Seventeenth-Century London (London: Methuen, 1985). 

