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Hebraic and Old Testament Politics  
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introduction: Hebraic roots, calvinist 
Plantings, american branches

This symposium, based on presentations at our 2008 Princeton confer-
ence, introduces a new subject to Hebraic Political Studies and probably 
to most of our readers as well: the uses of sources and reasoning derived 
from the old testament (pointedly not the Hebrew bible) in the politics 
and political thought of colonial america. like much that we have already 
published, it forces an appreciation of the distinction not just between 
Judaic and christian readings and uses of the Hebrew bible but among 
varying christian interpretations of what became the “old testament.” 

The origins of these differences go back to the origins of christianity 
itself and the debate in christian Scripture, principally between Peter 
and matthew, on the one hand, and Paul, on the other, about the place of 
Hebrew law in the new christian order. The view of Paul and his follow-
ers that the new word of christ replaced the old law of moses triumphed, 
and ancient christianity saw itself as having superseded the Judaism from 
which it sprang. but the old testament was not dismissed, for, no less 
than the teachings of christ, it contained the revealed word of God and 
was to be honored. christ’s doctrines were intended to be departures 
from the old ways; they were a new and different beginning, but they 
were also continuous with the old testament. 



ancient christianity incorporated and perpetuated the Judaic heritage 
even as it transformed it; the various New testament Gospels and epistles 
reveal an ongoing and age-old tension between continuity and innova-
tion, the same kind of tension that we see confronted and resolved almost 
dismissively in the opening of Plato’s Republic, where Socrates says, “i 
went down yesterday to the Paraeus... to pay my devotions to the goddess, 
and also because i wished to see how they would conduct the festival, 
since this was its inauguration.”1 one of the issues in play for Paul and his 
contemporaries was accounting for those old testament Jews who refused 
to become christians but continued to live and worship according to the 
old ways even as their sacred text was reinterpreted and incorporated into 
the new order. For such Jews, christianity was not an extension but a sub-
version and, in the final analysis, a repudiation of Judaism. 

Some fifteen hundred years after christ and Paul, the Pauline version 
of christianity was successfully challenged. reformation christianity, 
especially in its calvinist form, saw an opportunity to return to that 
moment of repudiation and to elevate old testament Judaism to a proper 
place within christianity. unlike luther, calvin attempted to reconceive 
the relationship of the old testament to reformed christianity by insist-
ing upon a return to the law of moses. 

luther’s initial theology, in many respects, was a latter-day version of 
Scholasticism2 and revealed no positive interest in the old testament or 
its Judaism. His reformation, in the first instance, was largely structural 
and political, a continuation of the attacks on the allegedly corrupt prac-
tices of the church that had been growing at least since the beginning 
of its association with the roman empire. luther rejected the generally 
revolutionary germs of his own doctrines, in effect surrendering them to 
the radical sects, whose deviations from his teachings were regarded as 
something akin to apostasy and heresy. 

on the other hand, by reasserting the relationship of christianity to 
historical and biblical Judaism, calvin—or at least his followers—reo-
pened the potentially volatile issue of “chosenness.” a chosen people is 
set apart from the rest of the world, and the suggestion some calvinists 
would subsequently make that God had shown a special, providential 

1 Plato, Republic, 327a; text from the Paul Shorey translation, in edith Hamilton and 
Huntington cairnes, eds., The Collected Dialogues of Plato, bollingen Series (New York: 
Pantheon books, 1961), p. 576. 

2 luther’s relationship to Scholastic modes of thought early in his religious career 
is examined in michael G. baylor, Action and Person: Conscience in Late Scholasticism 
and the Young Luther, Studies in medieval and reformation Thought, vol. 20 (leiden: 
b.J. brill, 1977). cf. b.a. Gerrish, Grace and Reason: A Study of the Theology of Luther 
(oxford: oxford university Press, 1962), chs. 3, 8. 
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interest in this people weakened the universality that had distinguished 
the christian message from the more or less insular and somewhat 
nationalistic doctrines of the children of israel. 

This ambivalence provided calvinism with an ethic of withdrawal as a 
response to threats or oppression. calvinism, no less than lutheranism, 
began its life with the intention of reforming and eventually replacing 
roman catholicism. it succeeded in Geneva, the Netherlands, and the 
Scottish lowlands, but found itself struggling for coexistence in sixteenth- 
and seventeenth-century France. 

in england, calvinism faced a unique political and religious struc-
ture. Henry Viii’s and later elizabeth i’s anglicanism had done the initial 
work of supplanting catholicism, and the english calvinists thought they 
had only to insinuate into the new church to continue and direct the 
reforms that Henry had begun. but they were thwarted from the start 
and found themselves legally in a church to which they were doctrinally 
opposed. The officially established and universal church of england had 
retained much of the structure and many of the dogmas and practices of 
the hated church of rome. The more extreme of the english calvinists—
or “Puritans” and “dissenters,” as they would eventually be called—seeing 
that they would never purge the anglican establishment of its “papist” 
practices, eventually withdrew, some of them escaping to america, where 
they would be free to worship as their beliefs dictated. 

it is part of the myth of american origins taught to every american 
schoolchild that the New england colonies were settled by dissident 
“Puritans” and “pilgrims” who left england in search of the freedom to 
worship and live as their religious beliefs dictated. many of these colonists 
had spent years in the Netherlands, where they had gone to escape the 
subjugation and severe punishments imposed under the catholic church 
that Henry’s older daughter, mary, had temporarily restored. They were 
infused with strict calvinist teachings and carried a message of Hebraic 
revival to New england. They envisioned a shining “city upon a hill,” as 
John Winthrop would put it, that would be at once a “new Geneva” and 
a “new Jerusalem,” a model and a beacon for the rest of christendom. 
Their Hebraism was tinged with various hues, including a reinstatement 
of the primitive christian understanding of the old testament as a book 
of laws, a revival of a contentious “chosen people” doctrine, and a view 
of themselves as the successors to the children of israel and the bearers 
of a renewed covenant with God. 

The hostile environment of New england suggested the travails faced 
by the original chosen people during their wanderings in the desert. 
Just as the children of israel had been protected by God and then tested 
for their worthiness to be his people, the New england calvinists were 
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tested and renewed by their faith and commitment as they struggled to 
survive and to prove themselves worthy of the burden of God’s special 
grace. in contrast to the erastian english state-church from which they 
had escaped, they built a calvinist theocracy modeled on the rule of 
the Hebrews by God, under the direction and supervision of the priest-
hood. 

They began their spiritual-political lives as nearly doctrinaire deter-
minists, but some appreciated the free will implications of their own—and 
the Hebrews’—covenant theology. The notion that disobedience and 
departures from the covenant merited punishment carried with it more 
than a suggestion of the “arminianism” that was increasingly character-
izing english calvinism.3 The rigidity of determinism that partially gave 
way to a skeptical and limited free will was supplemented but never fully 
replaced by the law—God’s law from the old testament and its partial 
reflection in the human laws of the polity. The law pointed the way to 
righteousness and was enforced by penalties. in addition, there was the 
protection of a firm but benevolent God whose gift of special grace was 
available to the Puritans so long as they deserved it. and emerging from 
the ambiguities in all this was the burgeoning antinomianism of willful 
individuals who had to be taught the way to enlightenment and truth but 
who, at the same time, were responsible for their own decisions. all this 
was in New england calvinism, and all this made its way into the forma-
tion of the american political character. 

Painting with a series of fine strokes, Shira Wolosky shows the impor-
tance of political Hebraism in the working out of an early formula for 
the government of massachusetts bay. Through a careful analysis of 
what amounts to a constitutional scheme by John cotton, she reveals the 
importance of old testament imagery, dictates, and practices in the forg-
ing of conceptions of self and state in the colony. 

andrew murphy, painting with a broader brush, continues and 
expands that story of the roots of part of colonial american politics in the 
old testament to encompass an indelible aspect of the american politi-
cal personality. He reveals a darkly prophetic tradition of criticizing and 
raising the specter of grave misfortune for a people that, like israel from 
time to time, makes itself hostage to error by forsaking its foundations. 

at a deeper level, running through all this and holding it together, as 
Glenn moots argues in his comments, is reformed Protestantism and 
its reinterpretative appropriation of the biblical covenant. covenantal 

3 arminianism, named for the sixteenth-century dutch remonstrant theologian 
Jacobus arminius, had become, paradoxically, a kind of free-will calvinist anti-calvinism 
in seventeenth-century england. For details, see Nicholas tyacke, Anti-Calvinists: The 
Rise of English Arminianism, c. 1590–1640 (oxford: oxford university Press, 1990). 
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Protestantism, never far in its self-image from its Hebraic roots—however 
much it may have excoriated the Jewish claimants to that same covenant 
tradition—took hold in america as in no other culture. 

These papers, then, add a new or at least previously underval-
ued dimension to that darling of interpretative mystery, the notion of 
“american exceptionalism”—Hebraism. moots invites us to join him, 
Wolosky, and murphy on a voyage of academic discovery. in the proc-
ess, we will enrich the great mythological story that americans tell one 
another and the rest of the world about themselves. 

The overtly religious and theological overtones of that story, especially 
the presumption of divine chosenness, are usually muted in the modern 
world of religious diversity, but they remain as the historical and concep-
tual sources of the myth. it is a complex story that occasionally reveals 
its roots in the New england interpretations of the old testament—in 
reliance on the law, covenant, and chosenness, on one hand, and pro-
phetic anxiety about turning away from the law, on the other. and, like 
all stories of chosenness, this part of the american tale, as the Puritans 
certainly knew, is a story of exclusion that sometimes flies in the face 
of another and more noble story of inclusion, of the desire to bring the 
peculiarly american “blessings of liberty” to the entire world. 

rutgers university, emeritus
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