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Abstract: Although education in Reformed Scholasticism is currently undergoing a 

revival, little attention has so far been paid to its didactics. We introduce two basic 

procedures of the Utrecht interpretation of scholasticism, which are yet little observed 

in contemporary research. Firstly, a detailed historical understanding of Reformed 
Scholasticism should acknowledge the ahistorical auctoritates-culture of which it was a 

part. Secondly, the analytic genre of these texts requires a systematic analysis, for which 

detailed knowledge of logic is indispensable. We illustrate this approach with the 
explanation of a classic text, offer suggestions for the development of a ‘pedagogy’ that 

follows from this exposition, and conclude with an evaluation of its value for 

contemporary education. 

Introduction: the master and his students 

Since his arrival in Utrecht in 1993, Willem van Asselt has devoted 
himself to the study of Reformed scholasticism. In private 
conversations he sometimes referred to his discovery of `the new 
school approach' in terms of a conversion-experience and ever since a 
passion for a historically informed and a theologically adequate, i.e. 
non-biased approach to classic Reformed thought has been pivotal in 
both his research and his professional teaching.1 Being Van Asselt’s 

 
 1 Cf. Willem J. van Asselt et al., Inleiding in de gereformeerde scholastiek 

(Zoetermeer: Boekencentrum, 1998), W. J. van Asselt, “De erfenis van de 

gereformeerde scholastiek,” 47 (1996): 126-36, W. J. Van Asselt, “De ontwikkeling 

van de remonstrantse theologie in de zeventiende eeuw als deel van het internationale 
calvinisme,” in Theologen in ondertal. Godgeleerdheid, godsdienstwetenschap, het 
Athenaeum Illustre en de Universiteit van Amsterdam (ed. P. van Rooden and P.J. 

Knegtmans; Zoetermeer: Boekencentrum, 2003), W. J. van Asselt, “De studie van de 

gereformeerde scholastiek. Verleden en toekomst,” Nederlands Theologisch 

Tijdschrift 50 (1996): 290-312, W. J. van Asselt, “Natuurlijke theologie als uitleg van 

openbaring? - Ectypische versus archetypische theologie in de zeventiende-eeuwse 

gereformeerde dogmatiek,” Nederlands Theologisch Tijdschrift 57, no. 2 (2003): 

135-52, W. J. van Asselt, “Protestant Scholasticism: Some Methodological 
Considerations in the Study of its Development,” Dutch Review of Church History 

81, no. 3 (2001): 265-74, W. J. van Asselt, Eef Dekker, eds. Reformation and 
Scholasticism. An Ecumenical Enterprise (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001); 
(forthcoming) W. J. van Asselt, et al., eds. Reformed Thought on Freedom. The 
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former assistants we have been part of this dynamic reappraisal of 
Reformed scholasticism in the contemporary classroom in Utrecht, 
once a flourishing centre of seventeenth century scholastic theology. 
To introduce students to the newly discovered world of Reformed 
scholasticism has been Van Asselt's educational purpose, and in this 
contribution we wish to pursue the lead of the master who continues 
to show the attitude of a student himself.  

 Van Asselt's efforts to teach his students the study of Reformed 
scholasticism in its proper historical context, while demonstrating a 
keen awareness to theologically relevant themes and topics based on his 
study of primary sources, has generated an array of methodological 
strategies to be employed. In one of his first publications on the matter 
he introduced three alternative hermeneutical paradigms about the 
relationship between medieval scholasticism, the Reformation, and 
Reformed scholasticism. His conclusion was that the study of 
Reformed scholasticism needs to proceed from the third paradigm, 
which posits a positive continuity between these three major 
movements in the history of Western theology.2 In this view, the 
major break in Church History is the Enlightenment rather than the 
Reformation and Renaissance period.  

 This attention to proper historical assessment has profound 
consequences for the correct interpretation of Reformed scholasticism. 

In addition, several hermeneutical rules, methodological hints and 
interpretive strategies are developed in this so-called ‘new school 
approach’.3 Still, a full-blown didactics, comprising a concrete series of 
strategies and techniques that describe the exegetical process from text 
to interpretation, remains a painful gap in the growing body of `new 
school’ publications. 4 

 As a first step towards such a didactics we believe that a more 
detailed and historiographically informed interpretation of the joint 
eras of medieval scholasticism, the Reformation period and Reformed 

 
Concept of Free Choice in the History of Early-Modern Reformed Theology (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006). 
2 Cf. Van Asselt, “De studie van de gereformeerde scholastiek.” A rewritten 

translation is present in: Van Asselt, “Protestant Scholasticism”. To this general 

framework were added, first, a contextual historical approach including its social, 

polemical, political, and religious dimensions, and second, a programme of study for 

the major topics concerning the nature of theology and the doctrine of God before 
one dives into other areas. Finally, issues that belong to the aspect of literary genre 

have been raised as well, since it is vital to understand exegetically relevant differences 

between catechetical texts, written records of sermons, and academic theses, 
disputations, quaestiones, and matters of topical arrangement. 

3 Cf. Van Asselt, Reformation and Scholasticism, 39 including further references.  
4 Cf. Van Asselt, “Protestant Scholasticism”, 265. 
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Scholasticism is recommended. This entire period is distinct both from 
earlier and from later times. At scholasticism's eleventh century cradle 
we find the semantic revolution; its final phase set in long before the 
historic revolution of the nineteenth century.5 To give a proper 
assessment of the positive continuity between medieval, Reformed and 
post-Reformed theology we need to be aware of this distinctive 
historical setting. We consider this awareness a particular characteristic 
of the Utrecht approach to Reformed Scholasticism. This article 
presents some of its interpretative implications. Our contribution aims 
at pushing the agenda for a didactics of Reformed Scholasticism. It 
would be rather presumptuous to suggest that we offer a complete 
didactics. Yet, we hope that our contribution will not only cause 
debate about the validity of our exegetical method, but will also inspire 
a broader felt need to develop a consensus about a set of adequate 
hermeneutic rules.  

The Utrecht desk  

Since 1982, the Utrecht Research Group Classic Reformed Theology 
provided a dynamic, interdisciplinary setting within which various 
exegetical tools and hermeneutic rules have been developed for the 
study of Reformed Scholasticism.6  

 In general, the ‘new approach’ takes its point of departure in the 
hypothesis of an underlying positive continuity linking the 
aforementioned eras. The Utrecht research group provides a more 
detailed understanding of the kind of continuity involved by making 
use of the formative work on medieval scholasticism by L.M. de Rijk.7 
According to De Rijk, scholastic theology was both analytical and 
ahistorical in nature and method. Systematically, it employs conceptual 
analysis; hermeneutically, it employs reverent exposition.    

 De Rijk is one of the leading medievalists who have disproved 
the common view of medieval thought as being at best a Christian 
modification of minor metaphysical points in its general acceptance of 
ancient philosophy.8 He has listed four major innovations of medieval 

 
5 Both concepts will be elaborated below.  
6 The most important joined publications are: Willem J. van Asselt and E. Dekker, 

eds., De scholastieke Voetius; W. J. van Asselt and E. Dekker, eds., Reformation and 
scholasticism; W. J. van Asselt et al., eds., Reformed Thought). 

7 A broader account of the Utrecht approach is found in: Willem J. van Asselt, J. 

M. Bac, R.T. te Velde, “Introduction,” in Reformed Thought.  
8 De Rijk's international fame is mainly based upon his critical editions of medieval 

logical works, but his work reveals the original dynamics of medieval thought in 

contrast to ancient thought much more broadly. Being trained in Aristotle, De Rijk is 

very sensitive to medieval innovations lacking in ancient philosophy. According to 
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thought: the development of terminist logics; the use of a distinctive 
approach both to metaphysics and to epistemology; and the 
acknowledgement of radical contingency in all created being. These 
innovations, De Rijk argues, were all inspired by Christian faith.9 

  The rise of terminist logics is also the historical entry-point for an 
adequate understanding of scholasticism.10 Within the context of the 
eleventh-century trivium, the basic education in grammar, dialectics or 
logic and semantics or rethoric, new syntactical and semantic theories 
were developed in grammar. This renewal consisted in a so-called 
contextual approach to the functions of words in Latin sentences, 
interpreting terms no longer only in relation to their referential objects 
but in the context of propositions. Extensive interplay between 
grammar and logics created the logica modernorum or terminist 
logics.11 This kind of logic took propositions as the basic logical 
entities, thereby generating a revolutionary combination of logical and 
semantic analyses of language.12 This first ‘linguistic turn’ in the history 
of thought, which may be called the semantic revolution of the 
eleventh century, gave birth to the phenomenon of medieval 
scholasticism.13 Theological questions were an important trigger for this 

 
him,  Aristotle is generally interpreted too much from a later, Christian framework, 
which disguises the medieval revolution. Compare: L. M. de Rijk, Logica 
modernorum II: a Contribution to the History of Early Terminist Logic. The Origin 
and Early Development of the Theory of Supposition (ed.; Assen: Van Gorcum, 
1967). L. M. de Rijk, Middeleeuwse wijsbegeerte: Traditie en vernieuwing (Assen: 

Van Gorcum, 1977). A French translation is present in L.M. de Rijk, La philosophie 
au moyen âge (Leiden, 1985). In references to Middeleeuwse wijsbegeerte, page 

numbers of the French translation will be given in brackets. 
9 Compare De Rijk, Middeleeuwse wijsbegeerte, 91-96, 275-76 (69-73, 16-17). 
10 In addition to the references above, compare L.M. de Rijk, “The Origins of the 

Theory of the Properties of Terms,” in The Cambridge History of Later Medieval 
Philosophy: From the Rediscovery of Aristotle to the Disintegration of Scholasticism, 
1100-1600 (CHLMP) (ed. Jan Pinborg; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1982), 161-173. 
11 Terminist logics is the logic of terms according to their functional role in 

propositions, cf. De Rijk, Logica modernorum II, 109-125. For a more extensive 

overview of the development of the logica modernorum, compare Martin M. 

Tweedale, “Logic (i): From the Late Eleventh Century to the Time of Abelard,” in A 
History of Twelfth-Century Western Philosophy (ed. Peter Dronke; Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1992). Klaus Jacobi, “Logic (ii): the Later Twelfth 

Century,” in A History of Twelfth-Century Western Philosophy (ed. Dronke; 
Cambridge, 1992). 

12 Consequently, scholasticism must be interpreted from its ‘trivial’ roots.  
13 De Rijk clearly considers it an important innovation, but uses himself the term 

‘contextual approach’ specifically to indicate renewal in grammar, while indicating 

renewal in dialectic as ‘terminist logic’ . We wish to denote both renewals jointly with 

the term ‘semantic revolution’. 
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new kind of language-analysis. Ancient philosophical categories did not 
fit the Christian understanding of reality. The doctrines of God, 
Trinity, Creation and Incarnation could not be articulated in terms of 
the deterministic philosophy of the Greek First Unmoved Mover. 
Moreover, language analysis was able to harmonize seemingly 
contradictory authoritative texts of Scripture and the Church Fathers.  

 The institutional demise of scholasticism in eighteenth century 
Europe preceded the dawn of the historical revolution.14 One of the 
most important consequences of this revolution is the insight that, 
while we are now all accustomed to think historically, we must realize 
that these theologians did not. The fundamental and equally 
revolutionary historical insight is that the past -though represented in 
the present- will always remain the past.15 The distance between past 
and present cannot be undone simply by reading sources within one's 
own frame of reference, which was the common approach to texts 
prior to the historical revolution. The systematic reading of 
authoritative texts and the use of logics to harmonize them are typical 
practices of medieval and Reformed scholastics, betraying their 
ahistorical frame of mind rather than disqualifying their thought.  

 Our three scholastic eras, i.e. that of Medieval scholasticism, of 
the Reformation, and of Reformed scholasticism, are rightly located 
between the two above-mentioned revolutions. But this observation 

also alerts us to two important continuities. First, the semantic 
revolution implies that conceptual analysis constitutes the basic 
theological method in all three periods, be it reflected in scriptural 
exegesis or dogmatic disputation. Second, its ending point before the 
historic revolution indicates that theologians from these periods did not 
yet read their sources historically, but only systematically, that is, 
explaining them reverentially (exponere reverenter). We now wish to 
elaborate on these two methodological assumptions developed at the 
Utrecht desk. 

Conceptual Analysis 

Most definitions of scholasticism presuppose its analytic character. De 
Rijk defines scholasticism as: 

 
14 The breakdown of Protestant scholasticism during the eighteenth century is a 

complex event, which we cannot discuss within the scope of this article.  
15 For a historical sketch of the emergence of historical thinking (the ‘historic 

revolution’), compare: E. Mackay, Geschiedenis bij de bron. Een onderzoek naar de 
verhouding van christelijk geloof en historische werkelijkheid in geschiedwetenschap, 
wijsbegeerte en theologie (Sliedrecht: Merweboek, 1997), particularly 29-264. 
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a collective noun denoting all academic, especially philosophical and theological 

activity that is carried out according to a certain method, which involves both in 

research and education the use of a recurring system of concepts, distinctions, 

proposition-analyses, argumentative strategies and methods of disputation.16  

 Within the scope of this article we cannot examine the differences 
between the use of dialectic in medieval scholasticism and of 
Renaissance logic and rhetoric in Reformed scholasticism more 
closely. It is clear, however, that ‘logic’ in the sense of the 

philosophical discipline that studies the structure of propositions and 
arguments by investigating their formal validity plays a major role in 
Reformed scholastic theology.17 The other liberal arts, grammar and 
semantics, are likewise constitutive for scholastic theology. After all, 
this preparatory knowledge was assumed in theological education and 
hence, it became part of the professional equipment of every scholastic 
theologian.  

 The basic elements of a theological argument are concepts, either 
simple or complex, and propositions (dicta). Within the bounds of a 
referential theory of language, concepts refer to entities or singulars 
(res). During the formative period of terministic logic, another type of 
concept evolved, the syncategoremata, comprising those terms that 
have meaning only in connection with categorical terms.18 Take for 
instance the famous Reformed dictum sola gratia. This dictum consists 
of a categorematic term (gratia) and a syncategorematic term (sola). As 

syncategorematon sola puts grace into opposition with another 
categorematic term. Grace is put against something else, say x, and in 
the opposition between grace and x, the term sola singles out grace: 
only grace and not x. It is the task of the interpreter to find out what x 
is supposed to be. Let us pursue this point. Grace is certainly not set in 
opposition to either Scripture or faith, as both these terms function in 
different pairs of opposition. Scripture is generally put against tradition, 
faith against works. To cut a long story short, sola gratia is to be 

 
16 De Rijk, Middeleeuwse wijsbegeerte, 25 (20,21).  
17 Compare Richard A. Muller, Ad Fontes Argumentorum: the Sources of 

Reformed Theology in the 17th Century (Utrecht: Faculteit der Godgeleerdheid 

Universiteit Utrecht, 1999). The Reformed theologian Keckermann happily noted 
that “never from the beginning of the world there was a period so keen on logic, or in 

which more books on logic were produced and studies of logic flourished more 

abundantly than the period in which we live”, Praecognitorum Logicorum Tractatus 
III (Hannover, 1606), 109f. Like Keckermann, many Reformed theologians published 
on logic or on its use for theology or even lectured in Logic or other philosophical 

disciplines. 
18 On syncategorematic terms, see Norman Kretzman, “Syncategoremata, 

exponibilia, sophismata,” in CHLMP, 211-245. For modal logic see Simo Knuuttila, 

“Modal logic,” in CHLMP, 342-357, S. Knuuttila, Modalities in Medieval Philosophy 

(ed.; London/ New York: 1993). 
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properly read in the context of the Reformed dispute about human 
meritum opposed to divine ‘grace’. The Reformation insisted that 
‘only’ grace (sola gratia) guarantees man’s justification, rather than only 
meritum or a sophisticated mixture of the two. Semantics and logic are 
thus closely connected in scholastic terminology.  

 What does this phenomenon of conceptual analysis imply for the 
study of scholastic texts? First, the student of Reformed scholasticism 
needs to be able to follow the master’s train of thought, the precise 
definitions, neat arguments and sometimes even weird conceptualities 
such as secundum quid and necessitas consequentiae in order to 
reconstruct the journey to truth undertaken in the text. Therefore, a 
basic –preferably an advanced– level in the knowledge of medieval 
logic and semantics is required. 19 It is important to be able to locate 
the terminology used in the history of theology. For example, one 
must find out that notions such as `natural knowledge’ (scientia 
naturalis) and `free knowledge’ (scientia libera) do not only have a rich 
history, but that their conceptuality has major implications for 
understanding the nature of God’s interactive relationship with 
creation.  

 Second, the analytic nature of these texts requires that one makes 
an important hermeneutical distinction between the level of a text's 
words, grammar and language on the one hand, and the conceptual 

level beyond words and language on the other. Contemporary 
philosophers of language usually distinguish between a sentence's 
locutionary act and its illocutionary act.20 The locutionary level is that 
of Latin words and phrases, grammatical structures, quotations and 
allusions, genre-characteristics and formal structures. The illocutionary 
level, however, indicates what is ultimately referred to, the conceptual 
position being developed in the text, the concern being resolved etc. 
Thus, in quoting Aristotle a writer may develop a conceptual position 
that contradicts the actual Greek philosopher! Even more complex are 
the references to medieval authors. A text with several citations from 
Thomas Aquinas may reflect a conceptual pattern opposed to 
Thomistic thought.  

 
19 For examples of both the basic and the graduate level, see Alexander Broadie, 

Introduction to Medieval Logic (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993); Paul Vincent Spade, 
Thoughts, Words and Things: An Introduction to Late Medieval Logic and Semantic 
Theory, online available at Spade’s homepage, see 

http://pvspade.com/Logic/docs/thoughts1_1a.pdf. 
20 For the original idea, see J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1975). For a recent account, see William P. Alston, Illocutionary Acts 
and Sentence Meaning (Ithaca/ London: Cornell University Press, 2000).  



8 

 

 Obviously, the student is also reminded of making a correct 
distinction between his own logical instruments with which he analyses 
the text, and the conceptual language and methodology used in the 
texts themselves. 21 Of course, there is nothing wrong with the use of 
modern logical instruments to analyse classic historical texts. It is 
perfectly legitimate to study history using modern methods and 
strategies developed after the historical revolution, as long as the 
historian is aware of the methodological danger of anachronisms. But 
in the same way as it is inevitable to study the past from the present, 
implying that the historian will apply modern techniques and methods 
to approach the past, it is also inevitable to use contemporary analytic 
tools to study the structure and content of theological treatises. Insofar 
as conceptual analysis is part of the scholastic text, it clearly inheres in 
it, thereby qualifying its nature as academic theology. Yet it remains 
distinct from the researcher's own analytic tools with which he 
reconstructs the illocutionary level of the classic text.  

 In sum, the student needs to familiarize himself with the text’s 
locutions. Beyond that, the reconstruction of the conceptual structure 
of the text is clearly the most important task in the quest to find 
meaning and to arrive at a historically adequate interpretation. In other 
words, conceptual analysis is part of the exegetical toolbox with which 
to study Reformed scholasticism. 

Reverent Exposition 

Reformed theologians did not read their sources of Scripture and 
tradition in a historical sense, i.e., as part of an ongoing tradition, but 
rather as ‘authorities’ of truth.22 Until the breakdown of scholasticism 
and the historical revolution, sources were not quoted in a historical 

 
21 Some useful conceptual tools are contemporary modal logic: see George E. 

Hughes, and Maxwell J. Cresswell, A New Introduction to Modal Logic (eds.; 

London: Routledge, 1996); analytic philosophy: see Alvin Plantinga, God and other 
minds (Ithaca, New York: 1967), A. Plantinga, The Nature of Necessity (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1974), A. Plantinga, The Ontological Argument: from St. Anselm to 
Contemporary Philosophers (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Co, 1965). 
Although analytic philosophy and scholasticism have much in common, their historical 

connection is hard to establish and the nominalist tendency –because of the 

Wittgensteinian connection- in many analytic proposals today has to be acknowledged 

beforehand.  
22 On the idea of authorities, the method of reverent exposition and the ahistorical 

character of scholasticism, see De Rijk, Middeleeuwse wijsbegeerte, Ch.4 (esp. sections 

4.3, 4.4 on authority, 4.7 on exponere reverenter, 4.8 on ahistoricity), 108-38 (87-
105), De Rijk, Logica Modernorum I, 13-178. Compare also C. F. J. Martin, An 
Introduction to Medieval Philosophy (ed.; Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 

1996), esp. Authority and Tradition, 16-44. 
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way, be it the Bible, Aristotle, Augustine or Thomas Aquinas. A 
quotation did not indicate a correct historical understanding of what its 
original author had meant, but was read systematically as bearer of 
truth. From this it follows that contradictions among authorities were 
solved logically rather than hermeneutically.  

 Auctoritas was originally a judicial term to denote documentary 
evidence that constituted a contract or a commitment. In an analogous 
intellectual sense, an authority is someone whose thought is 
authoritative on account of his (ecclesiastical or intellectual) position 
and represents a truth that can only foolishly be neglected. Moreover, 
authorities were not cited as additional support for one’s own 
systematic position, but seen as representative of truth itself. Medieval 
theologians frequently define an authority in their works as 
“manifested rational truth, which is laid down in writing for the sake 
of useful application by posterity.” Even more often, they simply 
appeal to such authorities.23 Note that medieval authors who are used 
to giving exact definitions do not define these as ‘testimonies’ (to 
rational truth) or suchlike, but as rational truth itself (rationis aperta 
veritas). 

 Therefore, these texts had to be explained with reverence 
(exponere reverenter), that is, not in historical conformity with a 
tradition or with the author's expressedintention but in conformity 

with truth, i.e., reverently denoted in correspondence with established 
theological and philosophical truth. This method of reverent 
exposition involved a hermeneutical procedure that went back to the 
patristic period.24 To be sure, there was room for some exegesis but, as 
De Rijk has noted, the scholastics used the hermeneutical norm of 
objective truth (of the debated subjects: veritas rerum) in addition to a 
kind of philological exegesis employing semantic criteria for 
interpretation. This resulted in an incorporation of the authoritative 
text into one’s own conceptual framework.25  

 Therefore, identical citations from authoritative authors can 
become quoted by rather different scholars. When this happens, this 
does not reflect divergent readings of the auctoritas in question, but 
opens up various interpretations of (theological and philosophical) truth 
itself. The various medieval theological schools and orders can all be 
seen to comment on the same textbooks. Yet, their interpretations 
differed greatly, even though they all tried to show that their own 

 
23 Ibid., 4.3: 115, 16 (88, 89).  
24 Compare also: G. R. Evans, The Language and Logic of the Bible : the Earlier 

Middle Ages, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), Part One.  
25 Ibid., 4.7: 133 (102, 103). 
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doctrinal interpretations were indeed present in the authoritative texts. 
Likewise, the confessional debates in the era of orthodoxy show that 
various denominations appealed to the same author to validate their 
own tradition. While Jesuits, Dominicans, Lutherans, Reformed and 
Remonstrants all refer to Augustine to valorize their position, they are 
remarkably reluctant to censure Aristotle, although not even the most 
staunch Thomist would embrace the philosopher's historic convictions. 

   Reverent exposition transformed sources into contemporary 
debating partners, with whose arguments one had to deal. The author 
and his context disappeared behind the topic that was addressed. When 
difficulties in interpretation were encountered, the historical context 
was not taken into account, but the text was reinterpreted within one’s 
own sphere of reasoning. Instead of author-intention, truth-contention 
was the target of exegesis. Thus there was no awareness of history in 
the modern sense. Yet we can hardly blame those scholars living before 
the historical revolution for their unhistorical way of thinking; in like 
manner, we do not charge them with using an outdated physics simply 
because they lived prior to the scientific revolutions of Newton, 
Einstein and others. 

 What does this phenomenon of reverent exposition imply for the 
study of scholastic texts? First, the student of Reformed scholasticism 
needs to distinguish between the self-understanding of the author 

being studied and his own interpretation. The historic revolution 
sensitizes the historian not to take his authors at face value. The 
modern historian has an awareness of the at times exotic nature of his 
sources. Therefore, he must be suspicious of his own intuitive reflexes. 
For example, when reading a scholastic text the researcher may come 
across terms from ancient philosophy. His hermeneutical conscience, 
however, does not allow him simply to label his source as Aristotelian 
without further qualification, because it is highly improbable that his 
source refers to Aristotle's actual conceptual position. In other words, 
acknowledging the nature of the historical revolution helps the 
historian to distinguish between his own analytic and historical 
attitudes, and those of the author he is studying. Consequently, 
references to Aristotle can not simply be taken as signs that Greek 
philosophy has entered the Christian school, because they may not 
represent an accurate understanding of the Philosopher's thought. 
Similarly, citations of Thomas Aquinas must not be taken as 
straightforward indicators of a Thomistic reception in Reformed 
Scholasticism. They only reflect what the authoritative texts are to be 
quoted and who to cite or who not to cite in the context of reverent 
exposition (expositio reverens).  
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  As a rule of thumb, then, it is safer to assume that the author 
using the quotation or reference does so because he wishes to cite an 
important text, without any awareness of the original meaning of that 
text, than to clarify the intention of the present author by looking for 
the original meaning of the quoted text . This is not to say that texts 
were arbitrarily quoted or functioned as mere ornaments decking out 
one’s own discourse. Rather, texts were cited because their truth was 
considered intrinsically important. 

The text on the desk 

The Utrecht assessment of Reformed scholasticism seen as located 
between the semantic and the historic revolution takes its point of 
departure in a twofold qualification of the subject. Scholastic texts 
proceed on the one hand from a systematics of conceptual analysis and 
on the other from a hermeneutics of reverent exposition. The student 
needs to be aware of these phenomena so as to employ interpretive 
rules that do justice to the original text. We wish to illustrate this in 
actual practice.  

 Therefore, we have selected a passage from William Twisse’s A 
Discovery of Dr. Jacksons Vanity. 26 In 1628 and 1629, Thomas 
Jackson published his Treatise of the Divine Essence and Attributes in 
two parts, constituting his first public account of Arminianism.27 
Twisse’s Discovery is a defense of Reformed theology against 
Arminian intuitions in the first part of Jackson’s Treatise. The part we 
selected to demonstrate our actual practice of interpration is taken from 

 
26 William Twisse, A Discovery of D. Iacksons Vanitie or A perspective Glasse, 

whereby the admirers of D. Iacksons profound discourses may see the vanitie and 
weaknesse of them, in sundry passages, and especially so farre as they tende to the 
undermining of the doctrine hitherto received (London: 1631). On the debate 

between Twisse and Jackson, cf. Sarah Hutton, “Thomas Jackson, Oxford Platonist, 

and William Twisse, Aristotelian,” Journal of the History of Ideas 39, no. 4 (1978): 
635-52. For the life of Twisse, cf. E. C. Vernon, ‘Twisse, William (1577/8-1646)’, in 

Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, (DNB) edited by H. C. G. Matthew and 

Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2004). A devout but informative 
description is provided by: James Reid, “William Twisse,” in Memoirs of the lives and 
writings of those eminent divines who convened in the famous Assembly at 
Westminster in the Seventeenth Century (ed. James Reid; Southampton, 1811).  

27 The Treatise makes up the sixth volume of Jackson’s massive, twelve volume 
series of Commentaries upon the Apostles' Creed. For Jackson’s life, cf. A.J. Hegarty, 

‘Jackson, Thomas (bap. 1578, d. 1640)’, in: DNB. Hegarty remarks: “In 1628 Jackson 

published the first part of his Treatise of the Divine Essence and Attributes, the sixth 
book of his commentaries, in which he openly argued against unconditional 

predestination and sided with Arminius on free will.… From this time on, Jackson was 

publicly associated with Arminianism”. 
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Twisse’s reply to one of the main objections raised by Jackson against 
Reformed theology. Let us now turn to this central argument in the 
debate. 

You suppose that some in opposition to Arminius doe maynteyne, that “all 
thinges were so decreed by God before the Creation of the world, that nothing 

since the Creation coulde have fallen out otherwise then it hath done; and 

nothing can be amended that is amisse”. But I knowe none of any such opinion; 

nay rather they whome I conceave you doe most ayme at, doe directly teache the 
contrary. We are willing to professe with Au[gu]stin, that Non aliquid sit, nisi 
quod omnipotens fieri velit, vel sinendo ut fiat, vel ipse faciendo.28 “Nor ought 

commeth to passe, but that which the Allmighty will have to come to passe, 
eyther by suffering it to come to passe, or himselfe working it”. And with the 

Articles of Ireland, confirmed by our State in the dayes of King James, that “God 

from all eternity did by his unchangeable counsayle ordeyne, whatsoever in time 
shoulde come to passe”. Now whatsoever God willethe, he willed eternally. For 

in God there is no variableness nor shadowe of change (Jam.1). And supposing the 

will of God that such a thing shall come to passe, eyther by his operation or by his 

permission; it is impossible in sensu composito, ‘in a compound sense’, that it 
shoulde not come to passe. But this impossibility is not absolute but only 

secundum quid, ‘in respect of somewhat’, to witt of Gods will, decreeing it, and is 

allwayes joyned with an absolute possibility of coming to passe otherwise in sensu 
diviso, ‘in a divided sense’. As for example, it was absolutely possible that Christs 

bones shoulde be broken, as well as any of the theeves bones that were crucified 

with him. For bothe his bones were breakable, and the souldiours had power and 

freewill to breake them, as well as the others bones: but supposinge the decree of 
God, that Christs bones shoulde not be broken, upon this supposition, I say, it 

was impossible they shoulde be broken. Nay further we say, that unles thinges 

impossible to come to passe otherwise then God hathe decreed them upon 
supposition of Gods decree, be notwithstanding absolutely possible to come to 

passe otherwise, it were not possible for God to decree that some thinges shall 

come to passe contingently. For to come to passe contingently, is to come to passe 
in such sort, as joyned with an absolute possibility of coming to passe otherwise. 

Thus we say with Aquinas, that the efficacious nature of Gods decree is the cause 

why contingent things come to passe contingently and necessary thinges 

necessarily; his words are these: “Seeing the will of God is most effectual, it 
followeth not only that those things come to passe, which God will have come to 

passe, but also that they come to passe after the same manner that God will have 

them come to passe. Now God will have somethinges come to passe necessarily, 
somethinges contingently, that there may be an order amongst thinges to the 

complete perfection of the universe.”29 And accordingly God hath ordeyned all 

sorts of second causes, bothe contingent causes to worke contingently, as the 
willes of men and Angells; and necessary causes to worke necessarily, as fire in 

burninge, the Sunne in giving light, heavy things in mooving downewards, and 

light thinges in moovinge upwardes. And as he hath ordeyned them to be such 

kindes of Agents thus distinct; so he hathe ordeyned that they shall worke 

 
28 Augustine, Enchiridion ad Laurentium, cap. 95. 
29 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica I.q.19.art.8: Cum voluntas divina sit 

efficacissima non solum sequitur quod si antea quae Deus vult fieri; sed quod eo modo 

fiant, quo Deus ea fieri vult. Vult autem quaedam Deus fieri necessario, quaedam 

contingenter, ut sit ordo in rebus ad complementum universi. 
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agreably, and he setteth them going in working agreably to their natures, the one 

contingently the other necessarily. So that whatsoever the will of God is, shall fall 

out contingently, the same falleth out in such sort, as it might have fallen out 
otherwise; if good, so as it might have fallen out woorse and bene marred; if ill, 

yet so as it might have fallen out better and bene amended. And the eleventhe 

Article of Irelande having professed that “God from all eternity, did by his 
unchangeable counsayle ordeyne whatsoever in time shoulde come to passé”, 

addethe hereunto by way of explication that so this was ordeyned “as thereby no 

violence is offered to the wills of reasonable creatures, and neyther the liberty nor 
contingency of second causes is taken away, but established rather”. So that the 

opinions which you make bold to supplant or prevent, are opinions of your own 

makinge, not of others maynteyninge. 

The desk and the text 

In the above text Twisse appeals to the authority of Augustine, the 
articles of Ireland, and Thomas Aquinas to substantiate his criticism of 
Jackson. The phenomenon of reverent exposition, however, generates 
suspicion. At first sight, it seems appropriate to assume that Twisse is an 
Augustinian, a confessional theologian, and that he endorses Aquinas’ 
version of the medieval position on future contingents. It seems 
obvious from the sources he quotes, that Twisse must be understood in 
terms of a mix of Thomism and Augustinianism, a mixture that is quite 
common among Reformed scholastics. Had Twisse cited Scotus or 
Suarez in addition, he could legitimately be seen as a prime example of 
Reformed eclecticism towards medieval authors.  

 The hermeneutical rule of reverent exposition, however, warns 
the interpreter to postpone his own judgment and deal with the quotes 
and references with the required scholarlydistance. To conclude that 
Twisse’s position is directly influenced by Aquinas and that this 
conceptual position should hence be explained in Thomistic terms, 
disqualifies the insights generated by the historical revolution. Could it 
be, we ask, that Twisse just quotes Augustine and Thomas because the 
literal reading of their texts expresses truth regardless of the intentions, 
context and semantics of the original authors? The rule of reverent 
exposition does not only answer this question affirmatively, but it also 
reveals that a proper critical reading offers us what is probably the most 
accurate historical interpretation. 

 In our exegesis of Twisse’s position, we illustrate how the 
interaction between the two hermeneutical rules, reverent exposition 
and conceptual analysis helps to understand Twisse’s position as 
uniquely individual without being overly individualistic. Here, the 
Utrecht research paradigm helps to understand what is going on in the 
text conceptually rather than in its plain locutions. The hermeneutical 
suspicion triggered by the citation of an authoritative text stimulates 



14 

 

conceptual analysis, while conceptual analysis shows us how authorities 
are quoted on the strength of the truths they affirm rather than on 
account of the author's original intention. Hence, conceptual analysis 
confirms how reverent exposition works in Twisse’s handling of the 
source. Let us concentrate upon Twisse’s reference to Thomas on the 
efficacy of divine willing. Both Thomas and Twisse appeal to the 
efficacy of divine willing to explain why contingent things happen 
contingently and necessary ones necessarily. Yet, a closer look to the 
actual interpretations of the concept of efficacy reveals how Thomas 
and Twisse each pursue a rather different train of thought.  

 Thomas applies the Aristotelian theory of forms to divine intellect 
and will.30 Divine intellect contains the forms of all things and the will 
is the actualizing power that strives from potency to act. Although 
divine will is depicted as free, contingency does not play a substantial 
part in this model, since necessity and contingency are also explained 
in Aristotelian fashion.31 Necessity applies to causes that cannot fail to 
produce their effects, whereas contingent causes are inferior in the 
sense that their production can be prevented by something else. 
Necessity is taken in its etymological sense of ‘unavoidable’ (ne-cedo). 
 In this sense, the efficacy of divine willing denotes its necessity. 
Divine will is a perfect cause whose working cannot be hindered. 
Therefore, God’s concurrence as unfailing First cause with fallible 

contingent second causes creates the problem of how their common 
effect can be assured. According to Thomas, divine efficacy solves the 
problem. Divine willing cannot be hindered even by transient and 
contingent secondary causes, as it produces its intented effects in an 

 
30 Cf. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica I.q.14.art.8: “The knowledge of God is 

the cause of things. For the knowledge of God is to all creatures what the knowledge 
of the artificer is to things made by his art. Now the knowledge of the artificer is the 

cause of the things made by his art from the fact that the artificer works by his intellect. 

Hence the form of the intellect must be the principle of action; as heat is the principle 
of heating. Nevertheless, we must observe that a natural form, being a form that 

remains in that to which it gives existence, denotes a principle of action according only 

as it has an inclination to an effect; and likewise, the intelligible form does not denote a 
principle of action in so far as it resides in the one who understands unless there is 

added to it the inclination to an effect, which inclination is through the will. … Now 

it is manifest that God causes things by His intellect, since His being is His act of 

understanding; and hence His knowledge must be the cause of things, in so far as His 
will is joined to it.” 

31 Thomas acknowledges that divine intellect has a relation to opposite things, since 

the knowledge of an intelligible form also contains its opposite. Yet, this insight is not 
systematically utilized to overcome the necessitarianism of the Aristotelian potency-act 

scheme. For a good discussion of Thomas’ position, cf. J.A. Aertsen: Nature and 
creature (Leiden: Brill, 1988). 
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infallible manner. The very necessity of divine willing assures the 
contingency of contingent effects:  

For when a cause is efficacious to act, the effect follows upon the cause, not only 

as to the thing done, but also as to its manner of being done or of being. Thus 

from defect of active power in the seed it may happen that a child is born unlike 
its father in accidental points, that belong to its manner of being. Since then the 

divine will is perfectly efficacious, it follows not only that things are done, which 

God wills to be done, but also that they are done in the way that He wills. Now 
God wills some things to be done necessarily, some contingently, to the right 

ordering of things, for the building up of the universe. Therefore, to some effects 

He has attached necessary causes that cannot fail; but to others deficient and 

contingent causes, from which arise contingent effects. Hence, it is not because 
the proximate causes are contingent that the effects willed by God happen 

contingently, but because God prepared contingent causes for them, it being His 

will that they should happen contingently.32 

Thomas reduces necessity and contingency in created effects to 
divine will that wants them to happen that way. The comparison with 
the potency of procreation is telling: a perfect potency bestows both 
being (essentia) and the proper manner of being (modus essendi) upon 
its effect, independent of any concurrent cause. The birth of effects in 
second causes only follows their predetermined mode. Divine will 
constitutes either the necessity or the contingency of the effects. 

 Therefore, Thomas expressly denies that necessity and 
contingency are derived from proximate causes:  

First, because [then] the effect of a first cause is contingent on account of the 

secondary cause, from the fact that the effect of the first cause is hindered by 
deficiency in the second cause, as the sun's power is hindered by a defect in the 

plant. But no defect of a secondary cause can hinder God's will from producing its 

effect. Secondly, because if the distinction between the contingent and the 

necessary is to be referred only to secondary causes, this must be independent of 
the divine intention and will; which is inadmissible. It is better therefore to say 

that this happens on account of the efficacy of the divine will.33 

Reducing the contingency of a contingent effect to its proximate 
cause would imply that God’s action could be hindered. Again, divine 
willing is explained in terms of actualizing potency, as a comparison is 
drawn with the process of vegetative growth induced by the sun. The 
sun was taken to be a necessary cause, but nevertheless its prospering 
effect can be hindered by vegetative contingencies. This kind of 

hindrance cannot apply to divine causation. Referring necessity and 
contingency only to secondary causes also tends to make these 
modalities independent of the divine will. Thomas’ concept of the 

 
32 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica I.q.19.art.8. 
33 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica I.q.19.art.8. 
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efficacy of God’s will rules out both any fallibility of contingent effects 
and any modal independence.  

 Despite the fact that he seems to endorse Aquinas by quoting 
him, Twisse's position is essentially different. The causal framework of 
potency and act is transformed by a detailed consideration of the events 
as such, apart from how they are effected. First, the possibility of an 
event itself has to be examined. Twisse provides the classic example of 
the crucifixion of Christ. Contrary to customary practice, his bones 
were not broken. Twisse starts with the contingency of that event. The 
bones of Christ were breakable, and the soldiers could indeed break 
them, so their breaking was in itself a possible event. In this way, 
contingency is interpreted in terms of alternativity instead of fallibility. 
Arguing from this basic possibility, Twisse holds that God’s decree 
(according to the exegetical tradition revealed in Psalms 34), which 
determines itself to actualize one of both alternative possibilities, is 
unfailingly carried out. Yet for Twisse, contrary to Thomas, this 
execution of the decree only bears on the factuality and occurrence of 
the event; the decree itself already presupposes the event’s mode of 
being, namely that of contingency. 

 The fact that causality becomes interpreted in a framework of 
contingency has important consequences for the view on divine 
agency. Efficacy has to do with actuality, but it does not constitute 

possibility. Nor can efficacy undo contingency, as the divine will 
decides freely and contingently. The Thomistic solution represents an 
admirable effort to overcome determinism, but tries to overcome it by 
an even more ‘deterministic’ interpretation of the divine will that 
determines also the mode of being. Instead, Twisse wards off fatalism 
by situating divine and human agency alike in the realm of possibility. 

 Against his Arminian opponent, who fears fatalism in the 
Reformed insistence on the divine decree, Twisse is eager to appeal to 
Thomas. Yet, in the context of his arguments the passage quoted from 
Thomas takes on a completely different meaning. Twisse does not 
need divine efficacy to establish contingency, as contingency is simply 
a given. God wills contingent effects and consequently he establishes 
contingent causes for them. Naturally, his will is effected, but that only 
implies a necessity secundum quid. Therefore, Twisse cannot 
understand the suspicions of his opponent and he is quick to show that 
Christian tradition is on his side. Although Aquinas appears to be 
Twisse's locutionary source, the question of what medieval name fits 
Twisse's conceptual position remains as yet unanswered. All kinds of 
challenging historical hypotheses might come in at this point to be 
tested. Historians need to distinguish between continuity and 
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discontinuity concerning locutionary sources on the one hand and 
conceptual positions on the other.  

The scholastic desk: a quest for truth 

Scholasticism is not just a set of formal tools, but it builds on an 
intentionality that goes beyond mere formality. Scholasticism is about 
the exploration of the truth of faith. The truth of faith is explored 

intellectually, and Twisse's answer to the Arminian opposition is an 
example of this broad scholastic program originating from Anselm of 
Canterbury’s project of ‘faith seeking understanding’ (fides quaerens 
intellectum).34 This theological quest of seeking understanding meant a 
search for rational arguments for the truth of revealed faith. Whereas 
faith rests on divine revelation for its truth, understanding can argue its 
veracity in itself. Therefore, this scholastic kind of theology decidedly 
utilized philosophical disciplines like semantics, logics and metaphysics 
to articulate the Christian faith with the help of philosophical analyses 
in order to explain and argue its truth.  

 Medieval but also Reformed scholasticism in all its nuances and 
shifts may be conceived as an expression of this Anselmian spirit. This 
reveals how the core of the scholastic method in every period consists 
of the so-called quaestio technique, which is directed at discovering 
rational truth.35 Moreover, even in Reformed scholasticism this 
underlying concept of theology sometimes emerges on the surface of 
the text. The prominent Dutch Reformed theologian Gisbertus 
Voetius (1589-1676) expressly formulated his theological agenda at the 
start of his career at the academy of Utrecht with a ‘faith seeking 
understanding’ oration: To Conjoin a Faithful Attitude with Scientific 
Knowledge (De Pietate cum Scientia Coniungenda).36 

 
34 An exposition of the relation between faith and knowledge in Anselmus’ work in 

comparison with later medieval scholasticm (especially Bonaventure and Thomas and 

Ockham) is given by De Rijk, Middeleeuwse wijsbegeerte 5, 139-83. (106-122). See 
also R. W. Southern, Saint Anselm: a Portrait in a Landscape (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1990)and G. R. Evans, Anselm (London, Wilton: Chapman, 1989).  
35 For the four elements of the quaestio, see Muller, PRRD, 1:15,21-39; 2:6-11. 

Muller counts only works as scholastic that display the fourfold structure of the 

quaestio, cf. also: Willem J. van Asselt, and Evert Dekker, “Introduction,” in 

Reformation and Scholasticism, 26. 
36 The term pietas is hard to translate but at least piety is confusing. Usually the 

Reformed distinguish ‘piety’ from the ‘practice of piety’ or worship, so it has to do 

with a spiritual condition which should be practised in worship, service and mission. 

Richard A. Muller defines pietas as “the personal confidence in, reverence for and fear 
of God that conduces to true worship of and devotion to God. Thus, piety together 

with devotion constitutes true religion, DLGT, 228 (pietas). So, piety comes close to 

faith. 



18 

 

 Theological truth is also the passion of Twisse. Right at the start 
of his discussion, he applauds the fact that Jackson intends to oppose 
error, making clear that only truth is at stake:  

I should be faithfull unto him and to his truthe in such sort, as to doe nothing 
against it, but rather ingage all my poore abilitie for it (1 Cor.13:8). And in case I 

finde your selfe going not the right way to the truthe of God (an errour incident 

to as great an Apostle as S. Peter, Gal.2:14), I shall take boldness to enterpose my 

judgment for the discovery of errour, and that I hope without all just blame, or 
deserved censure in respect of that old acquaintance which hath bene betweene us 

(…) God forbid, the mayntenance of truthe shoulde be interpreted to proceed 

from hatred, or want of love to a mans person.37  

Truth itself is at stake, and Twisse repeatedly censures Jackson for his 
unscholastic procedures by which to establish truth.38 

 Now, this quest for truth is not to be debased as the equivalent of 
either confessional inquisition or rationalist speculation, to mention 
only the most pervasive prejudices. Twisse hints at his personal 
acquaintance with Jackson, both men having studied for years together 
in Oxford.39 It seems that this personal intimacy was one of the driving 
forces behind Twisse's constant attempts to convince his friend with all 
possible power of argument. Approaching the other on the level of 
arguments is taking him seriously in the joint quest for truth.  

 Moreover, Twisse clarifies that what is intended is nothing other 
than the precious truth of grace. He intimates that ‘the sour leaven of 

Arminianisme (…) which now you beginne to sett a broach in print’ 
was the principal ground for his reaction. Now, Arminianism is not a 
mere cubbyhole to depreciate Jackson without any further argument. 
Instead, Twisse utilizes all his logical acumen in a nuanced analysis of 
what is at stake in the fierce theological controversies of his day. For 
Twisse, Jackson’s approach puts the personal appreciation of real grace 
at risk. At the end of his exposition, he questions Jackson’s concept of 
grace as ‘solliciting men to repentance’ and God's having compassion 
‘with all those who are touched with the sense of their own misery’: 

We say his mercy and love and bounty chiefly appears in causing man to be 

touched with the sense of his owne misery, as also in giving repentance and not 

only in solliciting thereunto, not only in being gracious unto them that repent 

 
37 Twisse, Discovery, 1,2. 
38 For example: “I desire (…) to entreate you that you would be pleased to take 

notice of those morall obligations that belong to all, in the way of honesty, namely that 
you would undertake less, and prove more”, “Why do you take such pleasure in 

confounding things that differ, at least in not distinguishing them?”, Ibid.(ed.), 3,5. 
39 Twisse entered New College in 1596, became a fellow there in 1598, taking his 

B.A. in 1600, his M.A. in 1604, his B.D. in 1612 and his D.D. in 1614. Jackson 

entered Queen’s College in 1595, taking his B.A. in 1599, his M.A. in 1603, his B.D. 

in 1610, becoming Doctor of Divinity in 1622. 
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(…) as if humility and repentance were a worke of nature, not of grace, a worke 

of flesh and blood and not of the spirit of God. And alle the way no touch of 

faith, your discourse favoring of the humour of a naturalist throughout, rather 
then of a Christian. (…) God is he that justifieth the ungodly (Rom.4). (…) He 

takes away their stony hearts and gives them an heart of flesh, and putteth his own 

spirit within them, and causeth them to walke in his statutes, and keepe his 
judgements and doe them (Ezech. 36:27). I am sory to find so little evidence 

throughout your discourse that your selfe have neede of this.40   

The truth of grace is at stake, not merely in general, but most of all 
in personal existence.  

 Present research generally charges scholasticism with rationalism, a 
judgment which is applied above all to Twisse. In his own days Twisse 
was a prominent and highly respected theologian.41 This common 
esteem sharply contrasts with the general neglect and overly critical 
attitude in modern studies of Church History and Reformed 
Theology.42 If not neglected, he is often presented without much 
consideration for his motives as a staunch Aristotelian or a rigid supra-
lapsarian.43 The common denominator in these evaluations is the 

 
40 Ibid., 709. 
41A contemporary that did not share Twisse’s convictions described him as ‘the 

mightiest man’ in the controversies of his age, whereas R.H. Vetch remarks: ‘As a 
controversialist, Twisse was courteous and thorough, owing much of his strength to his 

accurate understanding of his opponent’s position’, R.H. Vetch, “Twisse, William 

D.D. (1578?-1646),” in: DNB (London, 1899), 398. Reid mentions some of the 

respectful qualifications made regarding Twisse by leading Reformed theologians of 
the day such as Owen, Rutherford and Spanheim, see Reid, Memoirs, 59-61. 

42 In his homage to Puritan theology James Packer mentions Twisse only once, 

doing so in a rather dismissive way. Cf. James Packer, A Quest for Godliness, The 
Puritan Vision of the Christian Life (Wheaton 1990), 155. This illustrates how recent 

interest in Puritanism is focused on its piety apart from its theology or at least apart 

from its scholastic methodology, thereby losing sight of its fundamental structures. 

Hans Boersma justly stated that ‘the scholarly attention which Twisse has received is 
disproportionate to his influence on Calvinist theology in the seventeenth century’, 

Hans Boersma, A Hot Pepper Corn: Richard Baxter's Doctrine of Justification in its 
seventeenth-century Context of Controversy (Zoetermeer: 1993), 80. Boersma 
examines Twisse’s doctrine of justification to an extent, referring to a (small) section on 

Twisse in a study on Maccovius concerning the object of predestination. A more 

comprehensive overview is still lacking. 
43 In his study of the Reformed doctine of the Covenant, Stephen Strehle briefly 

discusses Twisse to illustrate “the approbation of even extreme voluntaristic ideas” 

among the Calvinists. Strehle argues for an interpretation of Twisse as a nominalist, 

reporting “a legacy in the improprieties of Ockhamistic speculation”, Stephen Strehle, 
Calvinism, Federalism, and Scholasticism. A Study of the Reformed Doctrine of 
Covenant (Bern: Lang, 1988), 104-12. On the other hand, Sarah Hutton depicts 

Twisse as ‘a rigid Calvinist’ and a staunch Aristotelian with ‘a narrow supralapsarian 
outlook’, censuring his work as being ‘replete with all the tricks of polemical sharp 

practice’, see Hutton, “Thomas Jackson, Oxford Platonist, and William Twisse, 

Aristotelian”, 647, 650, 648. 
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charge of rationalism and logical quibbling. This scholarly reception of 
Twisse’s work has much to say about common impediments that still 
overshadow the sound interpretation of Reformed scholasticism as 
faith seeking understanding. 

Scholasticism and the Utrecht desk 

As we have tried to demonstrate above, the basic theological paradigm 

of both medieval and Reformed scholasticism qualifies the nature of 
scholastic texts in two respects.  

 First, the scholastics looked for truth in their sources without 
interpreting them historically. The text was validated because of its 
truth, rather than in virtue of its author. Texts were read as tokens of 
truth, more precisely, of the truth handed down in Scripture and the 
confessions of the Church, rather than as expressions uttered by a 
particular author in a distinct context.  

 Second, the scholastics argued for truth in their own texts and 
extensively employed conceptual analysis in this enterprise. What turns 
out to be a fruitful connection of logic and semantics needs to be 
placed against the background of the development of an academic 
truth-finding method. The faith-driven quest to understand the truth 
of Christianity in full gave birth to the European universities with their 
flourishing departments of grammar, logic and semantics.44 Take for 
example the new understanding of the contingency of reality that came 
about in conjunction with the Christian belief in Creation as 
alternative to ancient cosmologies. According to the Christian faith, 
the origin of creation came with a different concept of God. 
Furthermore, incarnation and Trinitarian beliefs were considered 
fundamentally at odds with existing philosophies. Hence, a new 
language needed to be developed to explore and express the claims of 
faith truthfully.45 Therefore, the study of Reformed scholasticism, as 
goes for scholasticism in general, needs to take the semantic revolution 
that took place in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries into account, to 
understand its pivotal theological concepts and positions.46 One way of 

 
44 See Steven P. Marrone, “Medieval Philosophy in Context,” in The Cambridge 

Companion to Medieval philosophy (ed. A. S. MacGrade; Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2003) and the various references mentioned in it. 
45 For a selection of texts that embody this Medieval search for a new language and 

logic, see Kretzman/Stump, The Cambridge Translations of Medieval Philosophical 
Texts. Logic and Philosophy of Language. Volume 1. (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1988).  
46 Toivo Holopainen presents four eleventh century cases that demonstrate how `a 

new conception of the evaluation of theological method’ emerges from the study of 

scholastic texts with an emphasis upon the specifics of the emerging scholastic 



BAC & PLEIZIER  Reentering Sites of Truth 21 

 

doing so is by thorough reconstructing the conceptual structure that 
lies beyond the texts. In doing so, however, one has to be aware of the 
fact that these conceptual worlds can only be accessed by minutely 
studying the same texts that both reveal and hide those logical and 
semantic dimensions.  

 The Utrecht method takes its point of departure in this faithful 
quest for theological truth.47 While this approach might be unique in 
the field at the moment, it is thereby not undisputed. The main issue at 
stake is whether we will be able to safeguard the text as a historic 
phenomenon rather than a mere stepping stone for a particular 
theological agenda. In case the above exercise did not convincingly 
illustrate the method’s accuracy and adequacy, two concluding remarks 
may challenge us to rethink the commitment to ‘faith seeking 
understanding’. Our goal throughout all this is to safeguard the 
historical reading of the sources and keep the student of Reformed 
Scholasticism in tune with the rest of the theological curriculum.  

  First, scholars need to acknowledge the medieval connection as 
the historical entry point from which to understand the Reformed 
scholastics. The Utrecht contribution tries to turn the facts of the 
semantic and historical revolutions into exegetical rules. The scholastic 
quest for truth governed the use of sources and shaped the analytic 
style of the Reformed scholastics. Studying scholasticism needs to take 

these two aspects into account.  
   Second, in our opinion the scholastic quest for truth should be 

taken as indicative for the doing of Church History as a theological 
discipline. Our interpretation of Twisse is congenial to Twisse’s own 
position and is not driven by an extrinsic theological agenda. As we 
saw above, Twisse’s own target is simply to establish truth. Students of 
Reformed Scholasticism do not uphold some kind of distant neutrality, 
which itself is philosophically rather doubtful. Instead, they exhibit a 
commitment to a historically adequate method of studying the sources 
that does not impinge upon the quest for truth. Historians of theology 
are called to take their place as integral part of, rather than at the 
margins of the theological curriculum. The didactic method that aids 
students to study the heritage of the church must do full justice to the 
canon of history, but it should also fit into the broader educational 
program of theology. 

 At a twenty-first century academic institution, students are 
supposedly not motivated by mere archeological reasons to study the 

 
dialectics. See Holopainen, Dialectic & Theology in the Eleventh Century (Leiden: 

Brill, 1996).  
47 Compare note 7. 
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theological tradition. Though intrinsically worthwhile, the conceptual 
reconstruction of Reformed scholasticism is part of the quest for truth 
that should inspire the academic training of intellectually responsible 
theologians. We study Reformed scholasticism according to its own 
canons, if we keep being interested in the journey for truth. Indeed, 
the historical enterprise needs to be done with academic rigor rather 
than forcing an existing theological agenda upon the sources. To study 
Reformed scholasticism to establish theological truth is neither 
scholarly suspicious nor historically spurious. 

  


