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THE PREFACE

MANY seem to account it the Glory of this inquisitive and
enlightened Age, that Religion is thought to contain nothing
mysterious, or above the Comprehension of Men. It must, I think, be
confessed, that herein they widely differ from the Sentiments of the
Generality of Christians, who lived in former Times. A little Enquiry
will convince us, that this Conceit arises not from a real
Improvement in Knowledge, but from a very superficial and partial
Examination of religious Principles.

For it is as demonstrable, that Religion is founded in Mystery; as it
is evident to Reason, that there is a God. If I mistake not, it is fully
proved in the following Sheets, that the Principles of natural
Religion in great Part are mysterious, or incomprehensible: And
that it is so far from being true, that Religion ends where a Mystery
begins, that on the contrary, there it Commences.

‘Tis not in the least Degree dishonourable to our Reason to assert,
that there are Truths, which demand our most religious Regard,
whose Nature far exceeds our Comprehension. It can’t be so, if it is
rational to believe the Existence of a Being, who is infinitely above
us. Which at present, I suppose, may be taken for granted. But how
long this will be allowed by some Men, I shall not pretend to say.

The Distinction of Things above, and contrary to Reason, is just and
true. The former are Mysteries, the latter are Absurdities. Tis often
affirmed, that our Principles are of the latter Sort. If they be so
indeed, then we must either contradict and renounce our Reason in
believing them; or not use it, or not bare a sufficient Degree of
Reason to discover the Absurdity of those Principles. I cannot be
persuaded, that a considerable Share of Sense is necessary to
discover an Absurdity; and if it is not, then without the Vanity of
fancying ourselves, to be equal in Discernment, to the very rational
Gentlemen, who pronounce our Opinions absurd; it might be
apprehended, that we are capable of discerning their Absurdity,
provided, we exercised that lower Degree of Reason we have. This
we profess to do, and in Fact we do it; but we cannot possibly
discover, that they are in the least contradictory to Reason; and,
therefore, we are almost tempted to imagine, that those Gentlemen
do not so much exceed us in good Sense, as in Prejudice, Pride and
Arrogance.

If Man is a fallen Creature, he is not what God made him, nor bears
his Image. I cannot but think, that a little Attention to the



Dispositions and Acts of our Minds will be sufficient to convince us,
that we are far from being such, as a virtuous and holy Man wishes
to be. The Happiness of an intelligent Creature, must very much
consist in the Regularity of its Thoughts, the Purity of its Desires,
and the Refinement of its Pleasures. If there is any one Man in the
World, whose Thoughts are exactly regular, or always employed
upon such Subjects, as it is proper they should be, and suitable to
that Relation in which he stands to the great Creator, and the
different Relations, he bears to those of his own Species, without
starting aside from those important Subjects, and running on others,
which are vain, idle and sinful: Whose Desires are pure, and
absolutely refrained from all criminal Excess, that perpetually flow
in a right Channel, and only center in what it is wise and fit to wish
for the Possession of. Whose Pleasures are truly noble, whose
Delight is in God, as the chief Good, and not at all in the Creature,
but as a real Good, derived from him, and altogether under that
Consideration; I say, if there is such a Man in the World, he stands
distinguished from all others in Happiness, whether he is a Prince
or a Peasant; and is what I should wish to be. But alas! no such
Man is to be found among us; and, consequently,

All Men are Transgressors, and if Punishment in Justice is due to a
Breach of Duty, then the whole human Species are subject to
Penalty, and must be in a miserable State. Reason itself affords us
evident Proof of this melancholy Truth. But Reason cannot discover
how a guilty Creature may recover its Holiness and Happiness.
Revelation alone acquaints us with the Method of Salvation; but as
that Method hides Pride from Man, and obliges us to an
Acknowledgement of our great Guiltiness, Depravity, and
Unworthiness, and utter Incapacity to contribute in any Measure to
our Recovery from deferred Ruin, Men can’t be reconciled to it.
They are very unwilling to allow, that they have destroyed
themselves, and that in God alone is their Help. These are the two
principal Things in Dispute between Mr. Foster and myself.

I am willing to hope, that not only the miserable Condition of Men
by Nature, is proved; but also, that Salvation is of God alone, and
entirely, if these two things are done, I shall rejoice; because to
contribute, as far as I am able, to the Conviction of Men, of their
wretched State by Nature, and to direct them to look for Help and
Succour from the God of all Grace, through the Mediation of Jesus
Christ, that God and the Redeemer may share the whole Praise of
their Salvation, I hope, is the Height of my Ambition.



With respect to the Dialogue, which I have added to what is wrote in
Answer to Mr. Foster, some it may be, will censure it very heavily,
because an Attempt is therein made to prove, that Baxterianism
leads directly to Arminianism; they may perhaps do this out of an
Esteem for the Memory of Mr. Baxter, and from an Apprehension
not only of his Piety, but of the Piety of many, who embrace his
Scheme. To which, I would answer three Things, First, [ hope Piety
is not confined wholly to his Principles: Without the least Reflection
on him or his Followers; I think it may be allowed, that the first
Reformers, who thought the Doctrine of Justification by the
Righteousness of Christ alone to be of the greatest Importance, were
not his Inferiors in Piety, nor behind any of his Followers, in real
Holiness and the Power of Religion, Secondly, I am free to say, it is
not the Piety of any Person, that gains my Assent to his Principles, if
they are not to be supported by Scripture, I shall always think
myself, at full Liberty to reject them, how great an Opinion soever |
may have of his religious Temper and Deportment. Thirdly, I can’t
but think, that any Man, who will allow himself impartially to
consider Mr. Baxter’s Sentiments, and compare them with Arminian
Principles, he will soon discover, that they naturally tend to
Arminianism. And what is melancholy to express, the Fact is
capable of full Proof, from many Churches, who have first fallen
into Baxterianism, and then sunk into direct Arminianism, which in
Reality is at no great Remove from Socinianism; so that we have
now, numerous Dissenters, whose Belief can hardly be called by a
better Name, and it may be expected, that in a little time, we shall
have Numbers of Dissenters turn Deists. I fear it; I wish my Fears
may prove groundless. Another thing, I would observe is, some it is
probable may not like this way of Writing, through a Suspicion that
Partiality is used in the Management of the Debate. I must confess,
that this is too often done in Dialogues, which has not a little
prejudiced me against this Method of Writing. But I beg leave to say,
that I have not offered any thing, in a way of Argument on the
Socinian, Arminian, or Baxterian Principles, but what has been said
by the Parties themselves; and their Books are almost always
referred to, and, I hope, the Reader will not see Cause to charge me
with neglecting to express the strongest Things, which they have
advanced in Favour of their Sentiments. This I am sure, I may say,
that to my Knowledge, I have not in a single Instance, been guilty of
such an Omission. If what is penn’d, may be useful to guard any
against Soul-destroying Errors, or convince Gainsayers, or confirm,
in the least Degree, the Faith of the Saints, I shall rejoice: And
desire, that God may have the Praise.



CHAPTER 1: OF MYSTERIES

MR. Foster, in treating on the Subject of Mysteries, stiffly
maintains, that there are, properly speaking, no Mysteries in
Religion. He seems to apprehend, that he has effectually set aside
every Article of the Christian Faith, which is of a mysterious Nature.
Before I enter upon the Consideration of what he advances on this
subject, 1 apprehend, it is necessary to give the Reader a clear
Account, of what is intended by a Mystery, when the Term is applied
to the Principles of natural and revealed Religion: Or what it is we
mean, when we say that those Principles are mysterious.

1. By a Mystery we do not intend any absurd Doctrine; or any
Principle which is contrary to Reason, and contradicts what we
certainly know, by our Senses, must be true. That some nominal
Christians, viz. the Papists, have advanced absurd Principles, such as
are repugnant to Reason and Sense, is well known; and that they
impose upon Men, the Belief of those Principles, under a Pretence of
Mystery, is too notorious to admit of the least Doubt. The Doctrine
of Transubstantiation, for Instance, is contrary to all Reason and
Sense: It requires us to believe, that a Multitude of Miracles are
wrought, without the least Appearance of any Change, in that,
whereon, they are effected, as they are pleased to tell us. This
Doctrine therefore, is no Mystery, but a manifest Absurdity.

2. We do not mean by a Mystery, any thing unknown, as to its Being
and Truth: Or we do not imagine, that some particular Things are, of
whose Being and Truth we have no Evidence. Such an Imagination
is exceeding weak; for that is no other than to believe, that a Thing
is, without any Proof at all, of its Being or Truth. And, therefore,
were we to believe the Being of that Thing, whether in Fact it is, or
it is not, our Belief that it is, must be entirely without Foundation;
consequently, how much soever we might be persuaded, that such a
Thing is; at present, tho’ that Thing may really be, our Persuasion
that it is, can have nothing to support it. But,

3. What we mean by a Mystery is this: That the Nature of a Thing,
which we have clear Evidence really is, either from Reason or
Revelation, is above our Comprehension. We cannot understand
how it is, tho’ we most certainly know that in Fact it is. Clear Ideas
we may have of the Being, or Truth of a Thing, notwithstanding, we
may be utterly unable to explain the Nature and Mode of it. This is
what we intend by a Mystery, when we use the Word on religious
Subjects.



And I dare venture to assert, that if Mr. Foster, will not allow, that
some Things must be believed to be true, the Nature of which he
cannot explain, he will be driven into direct Atheism, that he will
unavoidably be compelled to renounce, not only revealed, but
natural Religion also, and be obliged to embrace the most palpable
Absurdities. Men may flourish as much as they please, in arguing
against Mysteries in Religion, and, by so doing, they may perhaps
obtain with Superficial Thinkers the Character of ingenious
Reasoners; but, if they are in earnest, I am confident, that they must
embrace what is most evidently absurd and irrational. There is no
Medium, I am certain; we must either believe what we cannot
account for, or we must be persuaded of that, which, if we will
attend to the plainest Dictates of our Reason, we shall clearly
discern cannot possibly be true. The Reader will find, in considering
what Mr. Foster delivers, that this is plain Truth, and that he is not in
Fact against Mysteries in Religion; for the whole amount of his
Reasoning on this Subject, is only this; that Religion don’t oblige us
to explain what is, in its Nature inexplicable; which is as evident a
Truth, as that two and two make four. Some, it may be, will entertain
an Opinion, that he really has some Adversary to deal with, and that
he hath obtain’d a glorious Victory; but it is wholly a Mistake. He
has no Opponent except in his own Imagination: The Conquest he
has gain’d, is only over a Man of Straw, which he was pleased to
make up, unmercifully to beat and kick about, for his Diversion, as
long as he thought proper. Having explain’d what a Mystery is: That
it is some Truth which exceeds our Comprehension: I proceed to
shew,

First, that there are some mysterious Truths, which Reason clearly
suggests to us, as,

1. A Duration without Beginning. Such a Duration we know must
necessarily have been; because it is absurd to conceive, that all
Duration commenc’d, for it must commence, either by the Will of
God, or by the Will of a Creature: If by the Will of God, then, God
was, when there was no Duration: If by the Will of a Creature, then,
the Creature must be before Time, or Duration, wherein it exists,
which is impossible.

2. That God is an eternal and necessary Being; that he ever was, and
that he is not by the Will of another, for then he could not be God;
but must be a dependent and precarious Being: Not by his own Will,
for this necessarily supposes, that his Will was prior to himself.



That all created Beings once were not, and that they were made out
of nothing. That no Creature could exist from Eternity is evident; for
that which eternally exiled, owes its Being to no Cause; it must
therefore be independent and subject to none; and that which is so,
will necessarily remain for ever, what it is without any Mutation.
And, therefore, whatever is created, had originally no Principle of
which it was form’d. How Matter should rise into Being out of
nothing, is to us absolutely inexplicable: And yet, if we will not run
into the most manifest Absurdities, we must believes that it was
produced out of a Non-entity.

3. That all Creatures were formed in a measurable Duration, which
is taken out of an immeasurable eternal Duration. As it is impossible
for us to measure such a Duration; so we cannot conceive in what
Point of that Duration Time began: Or imagine how a Duration that
has Beginning, is taken out of a Duration, which had none. For let us
conceive all imaginable Number of Ages to have run on, in a
Duration without Commencement, we shall still be at an infinite
Distance from determining in what Point of that Duration Time
began. And, therefore, Eternity, a Parte ante, is no other than a
negative Idea, or it is we know not what. Tho’ we cannot explain
either of these Things, yet our Belief of them is not without Ideas.
We have rational Evidence, that these Things are, and for that
Reason we assent to them as undoubted Truths. What we believe is,
that they really are; not the Mode of them, or how they be; neither is
this required: And, therefore, to say, that since it is the Mode of these
Things, which constitutes them Mysteries, and we not believing any
Thing with Relation to their Mode; a Persuasion that those Things
are, is not a Belief of Mysteries, is downright Fallacy and not
Reasoning. We contend that mysterious Things are, and that they
must be believed to be true; but not that the Mode of those Things, is
either known or believed; for that implies a Contradiction, viz. that
these Things are incomprehensible, and yet are comprehended. We
require an Assent only to the Truth of these Things being, and not to
the Manner how they be.

4. All these Particulars are Branches of natural Religion. Unless we
assent to the Truth of them, we can have no Religion at all. This I
think must be evident to every intelligent Person. Duration without
Beginning, is a fundamental Principle of the Religion of Nature. For
if such a Duration is not allow’d, it undeniably follows, that once
there was no God; because Duration must be granted, if any Being is
thought to exist; immeasurable and unlimited, if that Being is
infinite; limited and finite, if that Being is circumscribed and finite.
That God is an eternal and necessary Being, is also a fundamental



Principle of the Religion of Nature. For, should it be thought that
once God was not, we can have no Demonstration of the Existence
of Deity: Nay, upon that Supposition, it is demonstrable that there is
no God. If he eternally is, he necessarily must be, and exists not by
Vertue of the Will of any other Being, nor by Vertue of his own Will;
because to will, is an Act of some Being that now is; for a Non-ens,
or what is not, cannot will at all; and by Consequence, cannot will to
be. Again, that all Matter once was not, is a Principle of natural
Religion; for if it eternally was, it necessarily was; this is most
evident. That which is eternal, ever existed; and whatever always
existed, was brought into Being by none, nor could give Being to
itself. And, that which is independent with Relation to its Being,
must be so in the Mode of its Being. And, therefore, if Matter
eternally was, it could not be subject to any Change. Besides, the
Creation of the World, in a Duration which has Beginning, and
commencing in a Duration, which had none, is another fundamental
Principle of natural Religion. That a Duration must have been,
which had no Commencement, is most demonstrable, and if the
World, is not eternal, then in some Point, of that immeasurable
Duration, it must have begun to be. Which Thing, tho’ we most
certainly know it is true, we cannot explain, it is infinitely above us.
These Principles which Reason plainly dictates to us, are far beyond
the Reach of our limited Faculties. We infallibly know they are; but
we cannot conceive how they be. Hence, it is as clear as any Truth
can possibly be, that we must either admit Things into our Belief,
which exceed our Understanding, or we must become Atheists, and
deny all Religion. And not only so; but we cannot avoid, if we will
exclude Mysteries from our Faith, running into the most manifest
Absurdities: Such as these, that once there was no Duration, nor any
Being, infinite or finite: That the World role into Being without any
Cause, or that that which once was not, produced itself; and,
consequently, that there is no first Cause or Almighty God, to whom
Men are accountable for their Actions. It will be impossible for any
Man to refuse Credit to these most monstrous Absurdities, if all
Mysteries are excluded from human Assent and Faith.

From hence it appears, that this Assertion of Mr. Foster’s, as it may
be understood, can never be defended, upon the Principles of natural
Religion; viz. As we cannot in Reason, we are not obliged by
Revelation, to carry our Faith one Jot beyond our Understanding.
Some may take this to be the Sense of this Assertion, that we are not
obliged to believe any Thing that we cannot comprehend; and it is
capable of such a Construction, tho’ I do not understand this to be
his Meaning; for there is a Fallacy in it, which I shall acquaint the
Reader with hereafter, whereby, he will discern, that Mr. Foster’s



Reasoning, if I must call it so, concludes nothing at all to his
Purpose. If the Truths above-mentioned, are Branches of natural
Religion, and if they are incomprehensible, we are, as Men,
indispensably obliged to assent to Things as true, which far exceed
our Understanding. We plainly perceive that they are true, and as
evidently discern, that they are inexplicable or mysterious. This
Gentleman allows, that the Manner of God’s creating the World, —
that the Manner of God’s Omnipresence; that the Manner of the
general Resurrection, and the like, cannot be accounted for, and
observes, that, it is no Part of our Religion, to account for the
Manner of either of these Things, The Truth of which Observation, I
am persuaded, no Mortal will ever dispute. It is God’s creating all
Things out of nothing, by the Exertion of his Almighty Power, that is
believed; and not the Manner of it. And, therefore, I should think,
that Mr. Foster must be compelled to grant, that there are some
Things to be believed true, which we are unable to account for the
Manner of. This is all we contend for, as he himself, proceeds to
mention. For, I would ask, says he, does the most warm and forward
Enthusiast pretend to believe more than that these Things are true?
Does he believe any Thing at all with Respect. to the Manner of
them? Nay, is not his wurging that it is mysterious and
incomprehensible, a Demonstration, that he, himself, knows he can
believe nothing particularly about it. Mr. Foster and the Enthusiast it
seems are exactly of the same Opinion in this Matter, viz. That these
Things are incomprehensible; nevertheless, I suppose, he believes
them to be true, as well as the Enthusiast, and therefore, certainly, he
can’t esteem it Enthusiasm, to assent to the Truth of such Things
being, the Mode of whose Being, neither he, nor any other Man is
able to understand. Why then, does he call another an Enthusiast,
and a warm forward Enthusiast, for believing Things
incomprehensible, which are a Part of his own Creed? And at the
Time acquit him of the Absurdity of pretending to explain Truths,
which are allow’d to be inexplicable. The Enthusiast, as Mr. Foster
is pleased to call him, acts no other Part, than what is rational: For
there is the clearest Reason to believe, that these Things are, and
therefore, the Belief of them is built upon a sure and solid
Foundation. And since he pretends not to do, what is impossible to
be done, for what Cause, does he give him the odious Character of
an Enthusiast? If the Belief of the Truth of these Things is
Enthusiasm, Mr. Foster must be an Enthusiast, for he certainly
believes, that God made the World out of nothing. — that he exists
every where, — that all the dead shall be raised and the like. —But,
I am persuaded, that he will never act so irrationally, as pretend to
account for the Manner of either of them, any more, than the warm
and forward Enthusiast will attempt it. [ beg leave to observe several



Things here, that are of considerable Importance, and which are
naturally deducible from what has been now said.

1. We Enthusiasts, as Mr. Foster calls us, plead for nothing more,
than that the mysterious and incomprehensible Nature of a Thing is
no just Objection to its Truth. — That we have the clearest Reason
to conclude, that natural Religion, in great Part, consists of such
Things. That those Things ought to be firmly believed. Because we
know, that none but down-right Atheists, who have no religious
Principles at all, can refuse an Assent to them, and that they must
unavoidably fall into Absurdities of the grossest Kind by a Denial of
them.

2. If a Man believes a Thing to be, when he hath clear Evidence, that
it certainly is, altho’ the Mode of its Being, is to him unknown; so
long as he does not pretend to explain its Mode, he acts a wise and
rational Part; because his Assent to the Truth of that inexplicable
Thing, is gain’d by a full and proper Evidence, that that Thing is.

3. In that Case it can’t be said, that this Man believes without Ideas:
For, his Belief of the Being of that Thing, is founded upon, or results
from his Ideas that that Thing undoubtedly is: And those Ideas of its
Being are raised in his Mind, by clear and evident Proofs, that it
really is. Herein, we know what we believe; viz. that such a Thing is,
tho’ we understand not how it is. Thus, we believe, that the
Loadstone and Iron mutually attract, upon undeniable Evidence, that
they so do; but we cannot explain the Nature of that Attraction.

4. It follows hence, that a Mystery is something, which we cannot
thoroughly understand or account for. It is not, a Thing’s barely
being unknown, that makes at a Mystery. Things in themselves plain
and easy to be understood, when they are told us, may be unknown,
as the Cause of the Eclipses of the Sun and Moon. But it is easy to
conceive, that the Interposition of the Moon between the Sun and
the Earth, prevents its Rays flailing upon us; and that the
Interposition of the Earth between those Bodies, hinders the Moon’s
Reception of Light from the Sun. The Cause of the Solar, and Lunar
Eclipses, was once unknown; but properly speaking, it was not then
a Mystery. A proper Mystery is some Truth, whose Nature will not
admit of Explication. Until discovered, it was a Secret; but upon the
Discovery of it, that Cause is clearly and fully apprehended; which
can never be said of any Thing, whose Nature is mysterious, and
incomprehensible.



5. It is a Mistake, that a Thing ceases to be Mystery, when it is
shewn, revealed, and known to be. For, as Things, in themselves,
plain and easy to be understood, may be unknown: So Things, that
are as to their Nature inexplicable, may be shewn, revealed, and
known to be. The Revelation of a Thing which is mysterious,
acquaints us with its Being; but for Want of Capacity to conceive of
it, as it is in itself, the Manner of it, how clearly soever we perceive
that it is, is still to us unknown. The Difference is very great between
knowing that a Thing is, and understanding how it is. This, I am
sure, is capable of the clearest Demonstration, from natural
Principles, or independent of divine Revelation. For Instance, we
most certainly know, by just Reasoning, that nothing can have had
eternal Existence but God; and that therefore the World, was created
out of nothing; but tho’ there is not any Truth, that we have a more
clear Perception of, yet at is far from ceasing to be a Mystery, upon
that evident Sense, which, by a proper Train of Reasoning, we
obtain of its Certainty. It is, indeed, a Truth, that some Philosophers,
thro” Blindness and Stupidity, have not discovered; but the clear
Discovery we make of it, by just and easy Reasoning, changes not
its Nature, ‘tis still a Mystery. A Mystery it is that was unknown to
many, to us it as a Mystery that is most clearly perceived, and by us
most firmly believed, tho’ we are absolutely unable to explain it.

6. It is mere Fallacy, and not Reasoning, to say, that since the
Manner of Things inexplicable, is not known or believed, nor
required so to be, that there are, properly speaking, no Mysteries in
Religion; — that we are not obliged to carry our Faith one Jot
beyond our Understanding; and that it is no Part of our religious
Obligations, to account for the Manner of Things, which we don’t
understand. We are not such Fools, as to imagine, that Men are
bound to explain Things, whose Nature is inexplicable. And, we
have, at least, Sense enough to know, that Gentlemen, who pretend,
that Mysteries are not believed, i.e. that incomprehensible Things
are not assented to, because their Nature, which is latent and hid
from us, is not explained and believ’d, say nothing to the Purpose.
They advance an absurd Sense, which no Man believes, and then
demolish it: And triumph, as if they had really gain’d a Conquest,
whereas, in Fact, they have no Opposers, but in their own wild
Imagination.

This is the fallacious Part, that Mr. Foster acts. If we do not contend,
that Things above our Comprehension, are to be explained, or that
the Manner of those Things is to be declared and believed, then all
he says, is a mere Waste of Words. He only imposes upon his
Reader, in endeavouring to make him believe, that he is manfully



combating with some silly Adversary or other; and is at great Pains
to demolish an Absurdity, which, I am of Opinion, he cannot prove,
hath been advanced by a single Man. It was not, I think, possible for
him, to speak more impertinently on the Subject of Mysteries, than
he has done. What we plead for, as Men, is, that our Reason leads us
to conclude, that there are some evident Truths, which exceed our
Comprehension, that we are obliged to believe those Truths, and that
our Belief of them is rational, because we have clear and undeniable
Evidence, of those Things being true, viz. That there hath been a
Duration, which had no Beginning. — That God is an eternal and
necessary Being. — That once nothing but God did exist, and that
therefore, all Things were made out of nothing. — That all Things
were created in a measurable Duration, taken out of, or
commencing, in an eternal immeasurable Duration. I suppose the
Truth of none of these Things, this Gentleman will call into
Question. And if not, then he believes Things which exceed his
Understanding: Or, he assents to some Things as true, which he must
be obliged to allow are inexplicable and mysterious. Hence it
appears undeniably, that Things may be discovered, or shewn,
revealed and known to be, the Manner of which is still unknown,
and therefore we denominate them Mysteries. Since, Mr. Foster
takes no Notice, in what Sense, we use the Word Mystery, but
vehemently opposes and severely condemns requiring Faith without
Ideas, as if that was the Matter we intend; whereas we design no
such Thing; he fights without an Adversary, and exposes an absurd
Principle, which he has framed to himself, a Principle, which he
never found, I am persuaded, advanc’d by the weakest Person he
would be thought to oppose. The Ideas we form of a Thing, either
respect its Being merely, or its Mode together with its Being. The
latter, is true only, of such Things, whose Nature we are able to
explain, and therefore they are not Mysteries, nor do any account
them so. The former, relate to such Things, which, tho’ we know
they are, we cannot conceive how they be, and therefore we call
them Mysteries. For Instance, we believe that God created all Things
out of nothing: We know what we believe in this Matter, viz. that
whatever is created, once had no Being at all. Our Idea is clear of the
Non-existence of all Things once, as well as the Idea of the Being of
Things we see exit; but of the Manner of the Production of all
Things out of nothing, we have no Idea, nor can we have any such
Idea, for it is not possible to a finite Mind. Hence it is certain, that
we know what we believe, viz. that it is a Truth, that all finite Beings
once were not, and that they role into Existence, merely by Vertue of
the Will of God, that they should be. But, as it is only the Truth of
this that is believed, and not the Manner of their Production, it most
clearly follows, that tho’ we have Ideas, so far as our Faith is carried



in this Point, yet it can’t be said, that we comprehend this self-
evident Truth, for we plainly perceive, that it contains more than we
are able to understand.

If therefore, Mr. Foster’s Meaning, is, when he says, that we are not
obliged to carry our Faith one Jot beyond our Understanding, that
we are not bound to believe the Manner of a Thing, the Mode of
which we cannot understand, he disputes, I think, with no Body; if
he apprehends he does, let him tell us, what silly Creature has
advanced this absurd Principle, that Men are obliged to believe, that
no such a Thing is, the Manner of which it is impossible to know. If
this is not his Meaning, all he says is a mere Flourish of Words, he
beats the Air, and fights with a Phantom, which, perhaps, no Man,
but himself, ever dreamt of.

This I take to be his true Meaning, tho’ it is fallacious, and most
evidently impertinent: For, this can be no Objection to any Truth of
natural or revealed Religion, or to the Belief of any mysterious and
incomprehensible Doctrine, which Reason, or Revelation, afford us
sufficient Evidence that it is true. If he intends, that we are not
obliged to believe the Truth of Things, which we cannot account for,
or conceive the Manner of, he must necessarily conclude, that we
are not obliged to believe a Duration without Beginning, — or that
God is an eternal and necessary Being, or that the World was made
out of nothing, — or that it was formed in a measurable Duration,
which commenced in an eternal and immeasurable one. These are
Principles we are bound to believe, as Men, tho’ we cannot
comprehend them. If therefore, he designs not to be an Advocate for
the most absurd and atheistical Notions, nothing he offers, affects
the Sentiments of the Enthusiast, he would be understood to oppose.
The Enthusiast does not need Mr. Foster’s Information to acquaint
him, that in believing mysterious Truths, his Faith exceeds not his
Understanding, he knows it perfectly as well, as that Gentleman may
pretend to know it. He understands, that those incomprehensible
Things are true, as guided by Reason, or Revelation, or by both; and
the Truth of these Things is all he believes. It is therefore granted,
that his Faith is not stretched beyond his Understanding; because it
is the Truth of those Things he understands, and it is their Truth only
that he believes, not the Manner of them. This is all, I think, that Mr.
Foster can possibly mean, for surely, he will never say, nay, I know
he will never say, that no Truth is the Object of human Faith, the
Nature of which Men cannot understand. He must therefore allow,
that Mysteries are believed, how much soever it may be against his
Inclination to grant it. It is one Thing to perceive that such a Thing is
true, and another to understand the Nature of it. When we apprehend



both the Truth of a Thing, and its Nature, it can’t be called a
Mystery: But when we discern the Truth of any Thing, and are yet
unable to understand the Nature of that Thing, we call it, what it
really is, viz. a Mystery. The Truth of that Thing, we believe, but not
the Nature of it.

By this Time, I hope, the Reader clearly perceives the Fallacy of this
Assertion: As we cannot in Reason, we are not obliged by
Revelation to carry our Faith one jot beyond our Understanding.
The Sense is this, we are not obliged to believe, that SO such a
Thing is, the Mode of which we cannot understand; which is
certainly true; but the Conclusion to be inferred from it, is as
apparently false; viz. that we are not obliged to believe any Truth
that is incomprehensible. And if we do believe an incomprehensible
Truth, i.e. a Mystery; it is not believed, as it is a Mystery, but as it is
a Truth; because it is understood, as it is a Truth, but not as it is a
Mystery, A wonderful Discovery! It is what we perfectly knew,
before we were told it by Mr. Foster. Reasoning, when I am able to
discern it, always brings its Charms; and as it readily gains my
Assent, it never fails to give me Pleasure; but a fallacious Way of
arguing, I cannot but despite; because it is only calculated to
deceive, and serve the Interest of Error, to the Suppression of
amiable Truth.

As to what the Author says, about our being puzzled and confounded
by Mysteries it is a gross Mistake. No Man is puzzled and
confounded when he hath clear Ideas: Clear Ideas we have of the
Truth of the mysterious Things before expressed. We can with as
much Ease conceive, that all created Things, once did not exit, and
arrive at a Certainty, that they once were not; as we can perceive,
that there is a vast Variety of dependent Beings. Some Philosophers
dreaming that the World is eternal, or that it always was, is no
Objection to this. It is a Proof of their egregious Folly and Stupidity,
who professing themselves to be wise, became Fools (Romans 1:22).

If there is any one Principle self-evident, this is so; that whatever
always was, necessarily was, and must be independent, both with
Relation to its Being, and the Mode of its Being, and, consequently,
it cannot but eternally remain, what it ever hath been, and now is.
Men, therefore, are not puzzled with the clear Truth of the
Production of all Things out of nothing, which by just and easy
Reasoning, they plainly discover must be true. If, indeed, they will
let themselves to enquire HOW the World was made out of nothing,
they will unavoidably be puzzled and confounded, and their Reason
will be non-pluss’d. But this is not their Business; what is



reasonably expected of them to believe is, that the numerous
Creatures they see are, once were not; and that they were brought
into Being by the Almighty Power of God, tho’ they cannot conceive
how. And the same might be observed of other mysterious Truths.
Clear Ideas we have, of the Being and Truth of the Things, tho’ not
of the Nature and Mode of those Things. And therefore, Mr.
Foster’s dogmatically saying, they are really nothing at all to us,
concludes just nothing. This Point he finishes with an insulting Air,
he asks, if there is any Advantage merely in being in the dark, and
having no Ideas? In the dark we are not as to the Truth of
mysterious Things, tho’ we cannot explain the Mode of those
Things. Ideas we have of the Being and Truth of such Things, tho’
we have not of the Manner of them.

Farther, the Gentleman asserts, that Things which are shewn,
revealed, and known, cease to be Mysteries. This Assertion, I can’t
but think, must most plainly appear false to every considerate
Person. We know that a Duration without Beginning must have
been; but it don’t cease to be a Mystery, upon the clearest Perception
we have of its Certainty.

We as clearly apprehend this fundamental Truth of natural Religion,
to be infinitely beyond the Reach of our Understanding, as we can
discover that such a Duration hath most certainly been: And,
therefore, it ceases not to be a Mystery upon the evident Knowledge
we acquire of its Truth. If Mr. Foster had said, that when a Thing is
revealed, and the Revelation of its Being is understood, it is no
longer unknown or hid; every Man would have assented to the Truth
of it. But that is not the Matter under Consideration. Who will say
that a Thing is concealed, when it is clearly revealed and known to
be a Truth upon that clear Revelation of it? Not the Enthusiast Mr.
Foster opposes. The Question is plainly this, whether there are not
some Things, which we know are true, the Manner of which we
cannot understand? If this is allow’d, all we contend for is granted.
Many such Things there are, at least, in natural Religion, if there are
none such in revealed. And if Reason dictates to us some Truths
which exceed our Comprehension, or the Manner of which we know
nothing at all of, and yet we act wisely in believing those Truths; is
it unreasonable to suppose, that there may be other Truths, of an
incomprehensible Nature, that Reason could never discover? Surely
no Man can imagine this. And if the incomprehensible Nature of
those Truths, which Reason is capable of discovering, is no just
Objection to them, why should the mysterious Nature of some other
Truths revealed by God to Men, be thought a solid Objection to



them, and be esteem’d sufficient to justify us in a Denial of those
Truths?

Mr. Foster hath another extraordinary Assertion, which it will be
proper in a particular Manner, to consider and examine; it is this:
Where the Mystery begins Religion ends.

1. Let me ask this Gentleman, if there is any Thing mysterious in
religious Principles? In the Omnipresence of God for Instance,
which he mentions? He is obliged to grant there is; or that the
Manner of God’s existing every where, cannot be accounted for.
This is allowing the utmost we desire, viz. that some Truths which
we ought to believe, we cannot comprehend, or account for the
Manner of; and therefore, I should think, that the Dispute between
Mr. Foster and us Enthusiasts, might immediately cease; for as we
profess, that the Mode of God’s Omnipresence, and the Manner of
other mysterious Things, are to us inexplicable, we do not pretend,
that it is any Part of our religious Obligations to account for them.
We are not such Fools to be guilty of Contradictions, that are so very
evident.

2. I beg leave to observe, that a Mystery can never begin, where
nothing of mysterious Nature is. And since he plainly allows, that
there is a Mystery in this Matter, which is a Point of Faith, he grants
us all we can desire, and it evidently appears, that he has been
saying just nothing all this Time, and that in Reality he has no
Opponent. It seems after the whole of this labour’d Dispute against
Mysteries in Religion, that we are bound to believe Things, the
Manner of which, we cannot account for; only it is no

Part of our Religion, to account for the Manner of those Things.
When Mr. Foster shall produce any Person, who hath said it is, |
will readily allow, that he hath an Adversary; but I should think him
so ridiculous and weak, as to be justly beneath the Notice of any
Man. 3. Although it is no Part of our Religion to account for the
Manner of God’s Omnipresence, yet it is no inconsiderable Branch
thereof, to adore this incomprehensible Truth, or to reverence and
fear him, who is every where present. All Adoration and true
Reverence of God, arises from an Apprehension and Belief of his
incomprehensible Perfections.

Religion, therefore, is so far from ending, where the Mystery, in
Truths relating to God, begins; that there it commences. That Man
who believes nothing farther concerning God, than he can
comprehend, I am confident, will never see cause to adore and fear



him. Hence it is evident, that this jingling Sentence is so false, that
nothing can be expressed which is more untrue.

Thus far, I think, we may proceed upon the Principles of natural
Religion. If we attend to Revelation, we shall find, that it contain
Truths, which are stiled Mysteries. We speak the Wisdom of God in a
Mystery, even the hidden Wisdom (1 Corinthians 2:7). Without
Controversy great is the Mystery of Godliness. (1 Timothy 3:16).
Even the Mystery, which hath been hid from Ages and Generations
past (Colossians 1:26). And to make all Men see, what is the
Fellowship of the Mystery (Ephesians 3:9). Now, either the Gospel is
called a Mystery, merely, because it was once unknown, or because
it consists of Doctrines, that are of a wonderful and mysterious
Nature. In the former Sense only, Mr. Foster understands it. In his
Opinion, it contains nothing, but what may easily be comprehended.
Its Truths do not at all exceed the Capacities of Men. There are no
Heights in the Gospel, to which the human Mind cannot raise its
Ideas: Nor any Depths in the deep Things of God, which the human
Understanding cannot fathom. All the Doctrines of Christianity,
being once revealed, are upon a Level with our reasoning Powers. In
natural Religion, we have many Truths, which are above the
Comprehension of Men, but the Gospel only consists of Doctrines,
whose Nature, may be taken in, in its full Latitude and Extent. Our
Ideas of its Principles, may not only be clear, but adequate also; for
there is not any Thing, that exceeds the Reach of our narrow Minds.

This is the Doctrine, which this Gentleman teaches us; which is a
Point, that ought to be very clearly proved, because it naturally leads
us to reject any Doctrine, which exceeds our Comprehension. If this
Principle is not fully proved, we cannot be justified in a Disbelief of
other Principles, upon this Foundation. If this is found a Prejudice
only, which has taken Possession of the Minds of Men, how will
they be able to defend or excuse themselves, in the Denial of Truths,
of important Truths, under the Influence of this Prejudice? If God
has communicated to Man, the Knowledge of Things, which are
above his Comprehension, in a natural Way; is it irrational to think,
that the Knowledge of other mysterious Things, concerning himself,
his Designs, and his Operations, may be conveyed to Men, in a
supernatural Manner, or by a Revelation superadded to the Light of
Nature? If we find ourselves obliged to believe Things, that are
above the utmost Stretch of our Thoughts as Men; is it absurd to
conceive, that as Christians, we are under such an Obligation: And
that an Addition is made to the Number of such mysterious Things,
we are required to believe, by a farther Revelation we have received
from Heaven? If natural Religion did not contain Truths which the



Mind of Man cannot thoroughly understand, it might be argued with
some Shew of Probability, that the Christian Religion recommends
no mysterious Principles to our serious Regard: But since it
evidently appears, that a Man must become an Atheist, if he will not
believe more than he can comprehend, what Wonder is it, if the
Christian finds the Number of Truths to increase upon him, which he
cannot form adequate Ideas of, by that Revelation Providence puts
into his Hand? And as in believing the incomprehensible Truths of
natural Religion, it cannot be said, either, that we renounce our
Reason, or believe without Ideas; because our reasoning Powers are
exercised in the Discovery of those Truths, and we form Ideas of the
Truth of those mysterious Things, tho’ not of the Mode of those
Things: So it is not true, that in believing the Mysteries of revealed
Religion, we either renounce our Reason, or believe without Ideas,
for we employ our Reason upon Revelation, in the Discovery of its
Truths, and we have Ideas of the Truth of its mysterious Doctrines,
tho’ not of those revealed incomprehensible Things. It is therefore, a
very weak and absurd Observation, which one Person makes, viz.
this, it appeared to me a very odd Method to make a Man, a
Christian, by requiring him to renounce that Faculty, which alone
made him a Man. But the Observation is not more absurd than it is
groundless, for none require Men to renounce their Reason, in order
to become Christians, that I know of, tho’ it is certain they must
believe, as Christians, more than they can comprehend, and so they
must as Men, if they will not be Athens, and deny all religious
Principles, which if they do, I am sure, they must really renounce
their Reason, and will deserve to be numbered among the Brutes, for
so doing.

Gentlemen, who allow not of Mysteries in Religion, are very free in
charging others with Prepossessions and Prejudices, in forming their
religious Sentiments. ‘Tis therefore, highly reasonable to expect, that
they should take up no Principle for granted, without evident Proof
of its Truth, and especially a Principle of so much Consequence as
this is, whereby other Doctrines are to be tried, and if they are not
found to agree with this, a bold Demand is immediately made upon
us, to give them up. If we enquire how this Principle may be prov’d
to be true, which is made a Criterion of revealed Truth; we shall
plainly find considerable Difficulty will attend it. Reason can never
prove it; because that most evidently leads us to embrace Doctrines,
which far surpass our Comprehension. And, therefore, it cannot be
irrational to believe Truths, of which we have not, nor can possibly
have adequate Ideas.



By the Light of Nature, we most clearly discern that many Things
are true, the Mode of which, we know nothing at all of. The Proof of
this Principle therefore, must be fetched from Revelation, if it ever
receives any. I ask, where do the Scriptures acquaint us, that they
contain no Doctrines above our Comprehension, or that Faith is not
required of us, except we thoroughly understand the Nature of the
Truths to which they demand our Assent? I am not able to find any
Thing like this in the Word of God. On the contrary, I find the
inspired Writers speak of wondrous Things in God’s Law: And of
the Things of God, as deep: And of the Depth of the Riches both of
the Wisdom and Knowledge of God, and of his Judgments, as
unsearchable, and of his Ways, as past finding out: And of the
Gospel, tho’ it is clearly revealed, as being still a Mystery: Great is
(not was) the Mystery of Godliness, efc. And concerning it, as the
Wisdom of God in a Mystery. This Sort of Language seems to me to
suggest, that there is a Sublimity and Depth in the Gospel, which
Men cannot reach or fathom. And, therefore, until I shall see it fully
proved, that those lofty Modes of Speech, express nothing above the
Limits of the human Mind; I cannot but esteem this Principle a mere
Prejudice, which is most plainly contradicted by Revelation, as well
as Reason.

Secondly: 1 observe that divine Revelation contains Mysteries, or
Doctrines which are wonderful and mysterious. Mr. Foster owns that
the Scriptures acquaint us with some Truths, that Reason could not
discover. But he will not allow, that those Truths, are now
Mpysteries, i.e. that they are concealed; pray, Sir, who will say they
are hidden Secrets, when they are clearly revealed? Not the
Enthusiast you oppose. If you say any Thing to the Purpose, you
must assert, that those Things which are stiled Mysteries in the
Scriptures, may be perfectly understood and accounted for by Men.
You are pleased to take Notice of two Things, which the Apostle
Paul calls Mysteries: The first is, as you express it, preaching the
Gospel to the Gentiles, and refer to Romans 16:25, according to the
Revelation of the Mystery, which was kept secret, since the World
began. This is very inaccurately observed of you; for it is not the
Revelation of the Gospel to the Gentiles, that is there intended by
the Mystery; but the Gospel itself, which is so very evident, that it is
strange you did not discern it. But if you think, that the Rejection of
the Jews, and the calling of the Gentiles, contain nothing beyond the
Reach of the human Understanding, you are certainly of a different
Opinion from the Apostle, who upon the Consideration thereof,
expresses his Astonishment, as having in View, a boundless, a
bottomless Ocean: O! the Depth of the Ric