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Why Draw a Politics from Scripture?
Bossuet and the Divine Right of Kings

Abstract: In the centuries leading up to absolutism, secular power took on the attributes 
of the church in order to dominate it. is process culminated with the thesis of the di-
vine right of kings. Bossuet’s ‘Politics Drawn from the Very Words of Holy Scripture’ is 
one of its most accomplished manifestoes. Bossuet offers a political theology for the state.
In Scripture, particularly in the book of Kings, he discovers a “people whose legislator is 
God himself.” In the kingdoms of David and Solomon, he finds the precedent he seeks:
kings who owe their legitimacy directly to God, unmediated by the people.

Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet (1627–1704) started writing Politics Drawn from 
the Very Words of Holy Scripture in the 1670s, while educating the son of 
Louis XIV. As the work of a Catholic, it is an odd book. First, it seems 
too Protestant. Fairly literal in its interpretation of Scripture, it pays lit-
tle attention to philosophy or natural law; it savors of “Scripture alone.” 
Second, it seems too Jewish: it hardly mentions the New Testament, 
drawing mainly on the book of Kings, and seems to prefer King David 
to Christ the King. Bossuet’s book prompts a simple question, but most 
commentators mention it only in passing: why a politics drawn from holy 
Scripture? More specifically, why from the book of Kings? Many politi-
cal philosophers have found their inspiration in the history of Greece or 
Rome; few have done so in the history of the Jewish people. And even 
among those who have offered a political interpretation of Israel’s history,
not many since the Renaissance have recommended it for imitation by 
their readers.1 Why is Bossuet an exception? And why does his Politics 

 1 See in particular Benedict de Spinoza, eological-Political Treatise, ch. 18.

HEBRAIC POLITICAL STUDIES, VOL. 1, NO. 2 WINTER 2006, PP. 224237, © 2006 SHALEM PRESS. 

H P S     225



take David as its main model? ese are some of the questions I intend to
examine, less through an analysis of Bossuet’s thought than through plac-
ing it in a broad context that I hope will shed light on its significance.2

is article will explore whether the oddities of Bossuet’s book result
from his attempt to offer a political theology for the modern state.

1.  L XIV:  A M  M C K

One commonplace of medieval political thought, reinforced by the sec-
ond scholastics, is that with the exception of the chosen people, the most 
immediate origin of the authority of the state lies in the consent of the 
people: omnis potestas a Deo sed per populum (all power comes from God 
but through the people). At times, Bossuet writes in a medieval vein, ex-
plaining, for example, that “aer establishing temporal power, God le the
choice of form of government to the will of the people.”3 Overall, how-
ever, he tries to defend and justify Louis XIV’s absolute political regime, 
which means parting with medieval tradition.4 One way of making this 
break—as Luther did—is through a return to Scripture itself. To establish 
monarchy as directly rooted in God’s will, Bossuet transforms the Jewish 
people’s God-given exceptional status into the norm. He discovers in 
Scripture a “people whose legislator is God himself.”5 In the Bible, God 
names kings in a fairly direct manner. And in the kingdoms of David and 
Solomon, Bossuet finds the precedent he seeks: kings owe their legitimacy
to God, without the mediation of the people. “Princes act as God’s min-
isters, and as his lieutenants on earth.”6

Bossuet reads the Bible in a notoriously one-sided fashion. He consid-
ers the glorious period of the monarchy as the most significant one, in
effect the only significant one, without exploring the theological meaning
of its short duration.7 He suggests that David and Solomon were absolute 

 2 On absolutism in France, generally, see Nannerl O. Keohane, Philosophy and the 
State in France (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1980); Fanny Cosandey and 
Robert Descimon, L’absolutisme en France (Paris: Seuil, 2002).
 3 Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet, Défense de la Déclaration (Paris, 1709), I, 2, in fine.
 4 Cf., for instance, Walter Ullmann, “Towards Populism,” in Ullmann, Principles of 
Government and Politics in the Middle Ages (London: Methuen, 1961), pp. 231–279.
 5 Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet, Politique tirée de l’Ecriture sainte (Paris, 1709), 
dedication.
 6 Bossuet, Politique, III, 1, ii.
 7 Compare with Sir Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha, on the one hand, and with omas
Paine’s later biblical critique of monarchy (Common Sense II), on the other.
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monarchs, ignoring the tribal structure of Israel.8 And he is so attached 
to French mores that he justifies primogeniture without paying much
attention to God’s preference not for the firstborn but for younger broth-
ers—Abel, Jacob, Joseph, and David, for instance.9

e absolutist thesis of the divine right of kings was already at least
a hundred years old when Bossuet turned his attention to it; in drawing 
his politics from the Bible, however, he transformed a traditionally rather 
dubious thesis into a position fairly “natural” or “obvious” for Christians. 
e divine right claimed by James I and Louis XIV was supposed to jus-
tify a doctrine of passive obedience and put the king above the law. It 
also had to promote some degree of independence from the pope: relative 
independence in the case of Louis XIV, absolute in the case of James I. 
According to the theory of the divine right of kings, the king receives and 
holds his legitimacy directly from God, just as does the pope, his equal. 
e theoreticians of divine right were trying to diminish or abolish the
pope’s influence: subjects were to obey the monarch without taking much
notice of injunctions and excommunications from Rome. To the divine 
right of the pope, they juxtaposed another divine right, no less important 
in their eyes: the divine right of kings.10 

In this context, Bossuet’s constant reference to the books of Kings has 
two advantages. I have already mentioned the first, the generalization of
the cases of David and Solomon. e second is subtler. e political life
of Israel’s kings does not take place amid a dual legitimacy of civil and 
religious authorities; only with the exile in Babylon is politics detached 
from religion. ere is tension in the book of Kings between Samuel and
Saul, of course, but Bossuet downplays it. While Spinoza focuses on the 
separation of administrative and religious functions aer Moses, as well
as on the distinctive character of the Levites, Bossuet tends to remain si-
lent on these matters.11 

Instead, Bossuet transforms the political imagination of his readers 
by relating biblical monarchy to seventeenth-century France’s absolute 
monarchy. He replaces the duality of sacerdotium and imperium, of church 
and state, of natural and sacred, with a landscape void of separation. 

 8 In this respect, as in others, Bossuet’s interpretation of the Bible opposes Spinoza’s; 
see Spinoza, eological-Political Treatise, ch. 17.
 9 Bossuet, Politique, II, 1, ix. Cf. John Locke, First Treatise on Government, ch. 11; 
Martin Buber, “Biblical Leadership,” in Buber, Israel and the World: Essays in a Time of 
Crisis (New York: Schocken, 1948), p. 124.
 10 John Neville Figgis, e Divine Right of Kings (Cambridge, 1896).
 11 Spinoza, eological-Political Treatise, ch. 17.
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Louis XIV can thus be an absolute monarch as well as a most Christian 
king. e medieval tradition avoids absolutism by maintaining a certain
tension between church and state: Bossuet tries to relativize this tension 
in order to justify absolutism. 

In other words, as a work by a Catholic scholar, the Politics Drawn 
from the Very Words of Holy Scripture seems too Protestant, because the 
best way to part with a non-absolutist Christian tradition is to go back to 
Scripture alone, and it seems too Jewish, because the Old Testament de-
picts kings directly appointed by God without much human mediation. 

Bossuet breaks with his own tradition so radically that Joseph de 
Maistre could say that he “leaves far behind him all the other worship-
pers of Louis XIV.”12 At times, it seems that the title of his book should 
be “Holy Scripture Drawn from Bossuet’s Politics.” Why did Bossuet de-
fend such a political theology? 

2.  T S   S   M  A

In the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, philosophers had no qualms 
about invoking Aristotelian arguments. But in the context of church-state 
relations, this reference was essentially ambiguous. It is a commonplace in 
the history of political thought that the translation of Aristotle’s texts in 
the thirteenth century led to an intellectual revolution. Some writers, like 
Marsilius of Padua and Dante, drew on Aristotelian arguments to limit 
the church’s place in the political sphere. A focus on “nature” (rather than 
on more theological arguments in terms of “grace”) freed intellectuals to 
understand the polis at least partially independently of faith. Marsilius 
pulled Aristotle in a democratic direction, and Dante in an imperialistic 
one, but both used him to confine the church to what they defined as its
proper sphere. ey contended that, besides the corpus mysticum of the
church, there was a corpus politicum et morale best understood through 
concepts already known to the pagans. From this perspective, building 
on Aristotle’s thought allowed separation of the sacred from the profane 
and fostered a form of “secularism”: politics could recover its “natural-
ness,” that is, its proper natural ends. 

ere is truth in this commonplace but also in its inversion. Aquinas’
baptism of Aristotle subordinated nature to grace. omists like Francisco
Suarez turned the Marsilian approach on its head, using Aristotle to 
subordinate civil authorities to religious authorities: to defend papal 
authority, Suarez developed a striking response, using a theory of the 

 12 Joseph de Maistre, De l’Eglise gallicane (Paris, 1821), II, 12.
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natural character of the polis to subordinate kings to the church. e in-
stitution of the body politic had to be understood as purely natural: the 
state pursues it own ends. Since these ends are inferior to the supernatu-
ral ones pursued by the church, kings must obey the pope. e separation
of nature and grace could thus be an efficient way of subordinating civil
authorities to religious authorities. Supernatural ends being higher than 
natural ones, the exaltation of nature offered a splendid opportunity for
an even greater exaltation of grace. e teleological arguments made by
Aristotelians keen to limit the power of the church were readily trumped 
by Aristotelians keen to reaffirm the authority of the church.

ere remained a way to avoid politically ambivalent arguments based
on the relationship between nature and grace. Instead of naturalizing the 
state, one could sacralize it, making it imitate the church. is process
as it took place it the middle ages has been well documented by Ernst 
Kantorowicz, who describes how secular power took on the attributes of 
the church in order to dominate it, analyzing the mimetic rivalry with 
which monarchs adopted the model of Christ’s two natures to attribute 
to themselves a mystical body. Since the mystical body of the king “never 
dies,” the continuity of the state could be asserted.13 In an essay on the 
“Mysteries of the State,” Kantorowicz describes this transition from the 
arcana ecclesiae to the arcana imperii, allowing princes to put their feet 
into pontifical mules. And in his “Pro Patria Mori,” he underlines how,
while Christians were not supposed to sacrifice themselves for a republi-
can ideal (their true city being the city of God and not the earthly city), 
from the twelh century onward, their “true” city returned to earth. e
idea of a holy war was replaced by that of a quasi-holy war: the defense 
of the kingdom, of the nation, of the crown, allowing Joan of Arc to pro-
claim, “those who wage war against the holy realm of France wage war 
against King Jesus.” “e quasi-religious aspects of death for the father-
land,” Kantorowicz concludes, “clearly derived from the Christian faith, 
the force[s] of which were now activated in the service of the secular 
corpus mysticum of the State.”14

 13 Ernst H. Kantorowicz, e King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Political
eology (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957).
 14 Ernst H. Kantorowicz, “Pro Patria Mori in Medieval Political ought,” in
Kantorowicz, Selected Studies (Locust Valley, N.Y.: J.J. Augustin, 1965), pp. 318, 320–321. 
Cf. Kantorowicz, “Mysteries of the State: An Absolutist Concept and Its Late Medieval 
Origins,” in Kantorowicz, Selected Studies. Cf. also Joseph R. Strayer, “France: e Holy
Land, the Chosen People and the Most Christian King,” in eodore Rabb and Jerrold
Seigel, eds., Action and Conviction in Early Modern Europe (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1969), pp. 3–16.
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is process, described by Kantorowicz, culminated in the Reformation.
In the Middle Ages, Paul’s claim of non est potestas nisi a Deo (there is 
no authority that does not come from God) in the Epistle to the Romans 
had been understood to require obedience to civil authorities, albeit sub-
ordinated to religious authorities. e pope could excommunicate kings
and authorize forms of resistance. But Luther challenged the mediating 
function of the clergy, criticized the pope, and rejected what he called the 
“visible Church.” In delegitimizing this “visible” church, Luther sanctified
the civil power and justified passive obedience. e defense of religious
truth and practice, until then entrusted mainly to the church, was now 
turned over to the state: although Luther initially defended freedom, he 
quickly turned against it. In weakening the clergy, in depriving the pope 
of any authority over reformed countries, Luther undermined the me-
dieval balance in favor of kings. Contrary to the duality of the civil and 
religious order, he proposed a unified order. In abolishing canon law
and the coercive strength of the church, Luther entrusted former church 
responsibilities to the state. e church dissolved in the state, which as-
sumed the new body of Christ.15 Luther reassigned the church’s aura of 
holiness to the state, with the state becoming newly visible as the church 
became invisible. e principle cuius regio, eius religio recognizes the
superiority of the civil power and its position as the interpreter and ex-
positor of religious truth. In this way, monarchs overcome religious wars 
by becoming emperors within their kingdoms and, more oen than not,
heads of national churches. Absolutism is the result of this transforma-
tion: the power of the king is no longer counterbalanced by the people 
or the (visible) church.

 In Catholic France, a similar outcome emerged through a different
process. Wars of religion and divisions among the people undermined 
the medieval tradition of power emanating from God through the peo-
ple. Since legitimacy no longer derived from popular consensus, it had 
to come from above, from the will of the prince. If legitimacy no longer 
came from the people, it had to come without them—hence the divine 
right of kings. Again, the weakening of the church accompanied a sac-
ralization of the king. In France, absolutism prevailed in the wake of 
the wars of religion; the king claimed to rise above the warring parties, 
with the Edict of Nantes separating politics from religion and conferring 
a new prestige on the monarchy. e king was raised from the body of

 15 Cf., for instance, John Neville Figgis, Studies of Political ought: From Gerson to
Grotius (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1916), pp. 55–72.
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the kingdom to new summits.16 at is why the Edict of Nantes led dia-
lectically to its own revocation: it granted the king such dominion that 
he could abolish the policy of tolerance if he so wished.

e medieval period was not without its own absolutist stream.17

Following Kantorowicz, historians have shown how, in asserting their 
increasing power, kings emphasized their “sacred ministry.” Many of 
the themes “typical” of the seventeenth century in fact developed in 
the fourteenth or the fieenth century. e comparison between David
and the king of France was used in the time of Philip the Fair to assert 
his sovereignty.18 e designation of the French monarch as the “most
Christian king,” common in the fieenth century, could already be seen
as a way of avoiding the very notion of contract and pact.19 But only in 
the wake of the Reformation was the church weakened to the extent that 
absolutism became not just a stream but a political reality.

For the purpose of the present discussion, I have emphasized how deeply 
the Reformation undermined the medieval hierarchical vision of society. 
On the one hand, on a theoretical level, the Reformation questioned the 
need for mediation between God and his people and therefore for medi-
tation in general. On the other hand, on a practical level, it divided the 
people into competing sects and confessions, undermining the very unity 
required for the king’s legitimacy to come through “the” people. us, in
one way, the Reformation weakened the king, neutralizing his dominance 
of the social hierarchy. In another way, it strengthened the king, who 
was no longer confined within the limits of a hierarchical view of the
world.

Insofar as the Reformation deprived political authorities of guaran-
tees in a nature understood hierarchically, two possibilities remained: 
conventionalism (the Hobbesian solution) or supernaturalism (Bossuet’s 
solution). For Hobbes, order rests on the will of the Leviathan, the “mor-
tal God.” For Bossuet, order rests on God’s direct appointment of the 
monarch, whose authority is thus rooted “in conscience, in presence, 

 16 G. Lacour-Gayet, L’éducation politique de Louis XIV (Paris, 1898), pp. 330–338.
 17 Jacques Krynen, L’empire du roi: Idées et croyances politiques en France XIIIe–XVe 
siècle (Paris: Gallimard, 1993), pp. 339–414.
 18 Aryeh Graboïs, “Un mythe fondamental de l’histoire de France au Moyen Âge: le 
‘roi David’, précurseur du ‘roi très chrétien,” Revue Historique 287 (1992), pp. 29–30.
 19 As Krynen writes, “Le thème du roi très chrétien, thème obligé pour la pensée poli-
tique française au XVe siècle, a pour effet d’évacuer du royaume toute idée de contrat, de
pacte constituant conclu entre le monarque et son peuple, idée tellement caractéristique du 
Moyen Age occidental.” Krynen, L’empire du roi, p. 360.
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and in the eyes of God himself.”20 Both thinkers fear that men without 
a strong state will lapse into disunity and violence. Both share a sense of 
the fragility of the civil and political order: the extreme character of their 
absolutism testifies to the depth of this shared fear.21

us, the divine right of kings appeared to solve the problems accom-
panying state recognition of religious pluralism. In the conflicts between
Catholics and Protestants throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies, the monarchical state became a tertius gaudens. It reinforced its 
power not by invoking Aristotelian naturalism but by appropriating the 
symbolism and power of a weakened church. Lawyers defended the mod-
ern state by refusing to relegate it to the realm of nature or to allow the 
church a monopoly on grace: imitation became a means of differentia-
tion. Temporal and spiritual power, they asserted, had one and the same 
origin, which meant that the latter could not claim primacy; the sanctity 
of royal power put it on equal footing with ecclesiastical power. 

Bossuet did justify the revocation of the Edict of Nantes. His Politics 
Drawn from the Very Words of Holy Scripture is one of the most accom-
plished manifestoes for Louis XIV’s state. Its subject is a self-conscious 
political theology: “L’Etat, c’est moi.” e constant references to the book
of Kings are a good illustration of the defense of a conflation of church
and state against Christian tradition in a manner typical of absolutism. 
Bossuet’s strange, systematically anachronistic comparisons between 
Louis XIV and David represent, if not the canonical version, at least one 
of the most acute expressions of a theology of the state. 

3.  A A-M “M   P”

Non est potestas nisi a Deo, says St. Paul: there is no authority that does 
not come from God. Perhaps one of the most famous statements of 
Christian political theology, as suggested above these words were not 
traditionally understood to justify anything like a divine right of kings. 
In the Middle Ages,

Saint Paul’s formula, “authority comes from God,” is repeated less to 
invite subjects to obey power than to invite power to obey God. By 
calling the princes “representatives” or “ministers” of God, the church 
does not want to transfer to them God’s all-powerful nature; on the 
contrary, the church hopes to remind them that they hold their 

 20 Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet, “Panégyrique de saint omas de Cantorbéry” (1668),
in Bossuet, Œuvres Complètes, 43 vols. (Paris, 1864), vol. 12, pp. 42–43.
 21 Gustave Lanson, Bossuet (Lecène & Oudin, 1890), pp. 184–281.
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authority as a mandate and must use it according to the intention 
and the will of the Master from whom they received it. e purpose
is not to allow the prince legislative omni-competence, but to make 
sure that power will give way to the divine law which dominates 
and binds him.22 

Kings did not wait for absolutism to assert the sacred character of 
their authority. Consider, for example, the notion of the royal touch.23 As 
Walter Ullmann writes: 

It was, on the one hand, the nature of the theocratic office which
supplied the strength of the king, but it was also, on the other hand, 
the same office which placed severe limitations on the king. […]
e dramatic assertion of Henri IV that God himself had conceded
him power, that Gregory VII should recognize this divine origin of 
Henry’s power and that he was a Lord’s anointed, could do nothing 
to avert his deposition by the pope. In fact, one might go as far as to 
say that it was the theocratic king himself who had opened up the 
gates; for the emphasis on God as the source of his power made it 
less difficult for the pope to pronounce upon this very issue.24

By regarding the royal office as an ecclesiastical office in a broad sense,
medieval lawyers and theologians raised the prince above the people and 
the nobles but subordinated him within the hierarchy of the church. 

e sacralization of the medieval monarch remained confined within a 
hierarchical vision of the world, with which absolutism breaks. e divine
right associated with the aermath of the Reformation belongs to a dif-
ferent conceptual universe, in which the king is no longer to be thought 
of as a primus inter pares, or as the top of the pyramid or the feudal or-
ganization. Unlike most medieval authors, Bossuet interprets St. Paul’s 
statement as a sanctification of royal authority: “the royal throne is not
the throne of a man, but the throne of God himself.” 25 Bossuet’s divine 
right of kings differs from the medieval versions (as described by Marc
Bloch, for example).26 is change can be explained in a sentence: the
divine rights of thirteenth- or fourteenth-century monarchs fall within a 
hierarchical worldview, while “modern” divine rights express the crisis of 

 22 Bertrand de Jouvenel, Du pouvoir: Histoire naturelle de sa croissance (Geneva: 
Constant Bourquin, 1947), p. 43.
 23 Marc Bloch, e Royal Touch: Sacred Monarchy and Scrofula in England and
France, trans. J.E. Anderson (London: Routledge, 1973 [1924]).
 24 Ullmann, Principles of Government, pp. 139, 140–141.
 25 Bossuet, Politique, III, 2.
 26 See n. 23 above.
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this hierarchical vision. e question is no longer where to place the king
in a pyramid, but how to anchor a political world without support for its 
order. e riddle of the foundation of power, of little interest to medieval
thinkers, becomes closer to an obsession. Both symbolically and philo-
sophically, the king constitutes no longer the highest order, but the very 
principle of the order itself. Law and order no longer rest on a hierarchy 
of nobles or clergy, but depend on the absolute authority of the prince. 

Why should a Catholic theologian like Bossuet justify an absolutism 
that seems to serve one purpose, that of humiliating the pope and the 
Catholic church? One can understand why a Protestant theologian, an 
Erastian philosopher like Hobbes, or a legist like Domat might defend 
absolutism. But why should Bossuet offer such praise of a prince, break-
ing with Catholic tradition and possibly diminishing the authority of the 
church? I believe that there are two answers to these questions.

First, Bossuet’s Gallican ecclesiology fits comfortably with absolutism.
Bossuet is above all a defender of episcopal dignity against the “ultra-
montanes.” Gallicans dispute Rome’s likening of the pope and the church 
to caput and corpus, respectively. e body is not purely a product of the
head; it has its own reality and life. For Gallicans, bishops do not de-
rive their authority through participation in papal authority; episcopal 
power is not simply a reflection of that of the pope. Rather, episcopal
endorsement of papal decisions actually makes them binding. “Bossuet’s 
Gallicanism is primarily a defense of the original power of bishops,” as-
serts Yves Congar.27 Bossuet mentions in the same breath the “temporal 
independence of kings, the episcopal jurisdiction immediately from 
Jesus-Christ, and the authority of councils.”28 By supporting Louis XIV 
in his quarrels with the pope, Bossuet did not so much exalt the power of 
the king over the church as defend episcopal authority against the ultra-
montanes. He tries not so much to give all power to kings as to remind 
the pope of the limits of his own authority. 

Second, rather lacking in political imagination, Bossuet regards abso-
lutism as inevitable; he wonders not whether it is necessary to be for or 
against it, but whether the absolute monarch will behave in a Christian 
manner. He tries to baptize (or confirm the baptism of) a power that
he believes bound to remain absolute. In the Gallican dispute, Bossuet 

 27 Yves Congar, L’Eglise: De saint Augustin à l’époque moderne (Paris: Cerf, 1970), 
p. 398. Cf. Aimé-Georges Martimort, Le gallicanisme de Bossuet (Paris: Cerf, 1953), 
pp. 549–563.
 28 Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet, “Lettre au cardinal d’Estrées” (1681), in Bossuet, Œuvres 
Complètes, vol. 26, p. 292.
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acted as a moderator; he sought to constrain absolutism in a way that 
would render it compatible with the unity of the church.29 Favoring the 
freedoms of the Gallican church, Bossuet explains them “in the manner 
that the bishops understood them, and not in the manner that the magis-
trates understood them.”30 His absolutism implies neither an Erastianism 
nor a French Anglicanism.

e Politics Drawn from the Very Words of Holy Scripture belongs
to the genre of the “mirror of the princes,” which it renews in an anti-
Machiavellian spirit.31 In this respect, Bossuet’s absolutism differs deeply
from Hobbes’ or that of the “magistrates.” He offers no equivalent of the
principle salus populi suprema lex esto; inverting Machiavelli, he substi-
tutes providence for chance or fortune. More specifically, by showing
that it is possible to draw a politics from Scripture, the Old Testament 
being most useful for that purpose, Bossuet seeks to establish both that 
Christianity is not as oblivious to the demands of politics as the author of 
e Prince argued, and that good politics will be Christian politics.

 e end of Bossuet’s foreword announces, “those who believe that
piety weakens politics will be refuted.” In this respect, book 5 is par-
ticularly important. Bossuet traces a description of the prudence, skill, 
intelligence, capacity for attention, and knowledge of the human soul 
that one will find in a good prince: “Under a skillful and well-informed
prince, nobody dares do anything wrong. One always believes that he is 
present, and even that he guesses everyone’s thoughts…. Nothing escapes 
his knowledge.”32 Bossuet insists on the higher intelligence of the wise 
man, that is, on the cognition accompanying Christian virtues. He sug-
gests, against Machiavelli, that the prince need not “enter evil.” Bossuet’s 
King David is a holier leader than most other Davids.33

e modern state has built itself in confrontation with the church.
In this confrontation, one of its favorite weapons has been the politi-
cal theology that asserts at least equality with if not superiority over the 
church. In response, Christians can either denounce this political theol-
ogy or restore it to Christianity. Suarez chose the first option, Bossuet,
the second. Taking advantage of the theological element at the heart of 
the state, Bossuet reinstates Scripture and, with it, the church. But few 

 29 Martimort, Le gallicanisme de Bossuet, pp. 361–523.
 30 Bossuet, “Lettre au cardinal d’Estrées,” p. 291.
 31 Bossuet owned Machiavelli’s Complete Works and two copies of e Prince.
 32 Bossuet, Politique, V, 1, xiv. 
 33 Compare with Pierre Bayle’s or Voltaire’s Davids, for instance (in Dictionnaire 
historique et critique, 1697, and in Dictionnaire philosophique, 1764, respectively).
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Christians today lament the failure of his bold attempt. e thesis of the
superiority of the state over religion takes two forms: an anti-liberal one 
(Bossuet) and a liberal one (Locke). In the long run, the liberal solution 
has been widely preferred.

4.  F D R   N-S

Absolutism was to prove fragile and to characterize only a transition-
al period. In e Ancien Régime and the Revolution, Tocqueville traces
how by depriving the nobility of its functions, absolutism paved the 
way for equality: the French Revolution completed a process initiated 
by Richelieu and Louis XIV, the culmination of the nobility’s loss of 
function. e critique of hierarchical principles had already partially
delegitimized the nobles, and the centralization of power rendered them 
increasingly parasitical. e nobility retained privileges but without any
of the responsibilities or duties that could justify them. It thus became 
unbearable. Absolutism ruined the aristocratic order it crowned; it cut the 
trunk that bore it. In a similar way, the notion of the divine right of kings 
benefits from the very theological framework it questions. What one calls
“secularization” is not only or not even mainly the result of an occlusion 
of religion. Oddly enough, secularization is perhaps, above all, the conse-
quence of the sacralization of what was once regarded as secular. In his 
Protestant Ethics and the Spirit of Capitalism, Max Weber posits that the 
sacralization of work, the Protestant glorification of everyday life, paved
the way for a secular vision of the world. is thesis fits the phenomenon
sketched here rather well: a sacralization of the state led to a desacraliza-
tion of the religious sphere. Such is the paradox around the notion of the 
divine right of kings. Its theorists secularize politics by “theologizing” it. 
ey increase the freedom of the state with regard to the church thanks
to the divine right, but once the church is marginalized, divine right loses 
its significance, and the king is le naked. Tocqueville argued that abso-
lutism saws off the aristocratic branch that carries it; it should be added
that it also saws off the religious trunk that bears it.34

ere is something contradictory at the heart of Gallicanism. e
movement was radicalized by the French revolutionaries and later 
Napoleon: the former via the civil constitution of the clergy, the latter via 
his own form of absolutism. Although he signed a concordat, Napoleon 
humiliated the church. By treating bishops as glorified civil servants, he

 34 Marcel Gauchet, Le désenchantement du monde: Une histoire politique de la religion 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1985), pp. 221–231.
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isolated them from their flock, in effect disestablishing the Church of
France. In treating the bishops as his religious “préfets,” Napoleon’s policy 
intended to isolate further the French church from Rome. But it had the 
opposite consequence. No longer recognizing themselves in their bish-
ops, French Catholics became ultra-montane.35 e radicalization of
Gallicanism and of the logic of the divine right of kings by Napoleon 
revived claims of the pope’s own divine right.

In the 1820s, the Bourbons attempted to resurrect the divine right of 
kings, but it no longer made sense. e secularization of political life pre-
cluded reliance on the absolutism of kings who were no longer, by any 
stretch of the imagination, “most Christian.” In their periodical L’Avenir 
(e Future) in the early 1830s, the founders of liberal Catholicism at-
tacked the political theology that I have sketched in these pages. e
periodical’s manifesto condemned Louis XIV’s despotism and his legacy 
to both state and church. Catholics who wanted the government to pro-
tect religion were mistaken, the authors argued; even if this vision had 
once made sense, it no longer did, not least since it required that “papal 
infallibility be replaced with ministerial infallibility, the Sinai with the 
golden calf.”36 In their assault on absolutism, these liberal Catholics redis-
covered their own history, realizing that “the church’s close alliance with 
absolute power, an alliance Bossuet and his followers had made a kind 
of article of faith among us, was a novelty originating in the seventeenth 
century, and one that has against it one thousand years of tradition and 
contrary precedents.”37

e state is tempted to sacralize itself in order to avoid succumbing
to an ecclesiastical trumping that places the ends of the city below those 
pursued by the church. But the solution fails, because ultimately the po-
litical theology of divine right subverts Christianity as well as the state 
it is supposed to legitimate. Modern political philosophy has preferred 
the Hobbesian solution, built not on Bossuet’s fear of God but on fear of 
death; it has preferred to elude evil rather than seek good.38 Both Bossuet 
and Hobbes tried to reunify the two heads of the eagle; both endeavored 

 35 Hyppolite Taine, Les origines de la France contemporaine (1876–1891), III, book 5, 
ch. 2.
 36 Quoted in Lucien Jaume, L’individu effacé ou le paradoxe du libéralisme français
(Paris: Fayard, 1997), pp. 197–198.
 37 C. de Montalembert, Des intérêts catholiques au dix-neuvième siècle (1852), in 
Montalembert, Œuvres (Paris, 1860), vol. 5, pp. 63–64.
 38 Pierre Manent, An Intellectual History of Liberalism, trans. Rebecca Balinski 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), pp. 3–38.
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to avoid, at least partially, the medieval dualism of civil and religious au-
thority. And even Hobbes could not help employing a vocabulary that 
echoes notions of the divine right of kings: as already remarked, his state 
is a ‘mortal God.’ In this sense, Bossuet’s political theology has endured. 
It reveals a face of the state, a face still to be seen.39 Aer all, Bossuet’s
political theology remains alive. 

In an essay to which I referred earlier, “Pro Patria Mori,” Kantorowicz 
mentions the abnegation of soldiers during the First World War, then un-
der Italian Fascism: “Chi muore per Italia non muore.”40 For Kantorowicz, 
the sacralization of the state is related to nationalist passion. One can 
wonder whether Bossuet’s much earlier identification of the French with
the chosen people contributed to the consolidation of the nation-state. 
In likening Louis XIV’s monarchy to David’s, and the French to the 
Jewish nation, the nation par excellence, Bossuet ennobles the mod-
ern nation-state.41 Nationalism, whose birth is oen located at Valmy in
1792 with the French Revolution’s termination of absolutism, adapted 
the same political theology of that late absolutism: the sacralization of 
the state and therefore of the body politic. e extraordinary sacrifices
made during the First World War can be understood only, if at all, by ref-
erence to this sacralization. Modern nationalism draws its energy from 
that which it inherits: the confusion within the doctrine of the divine 
right of kings of the sacred and the profane, nature and grace. “Je ne 
sais quoi de divin s’attache au prince,” wrote Bossuet.42 “Je ne sais quoi de 
divin s’attache à la nation,”43 claim nationalists. King David has two bod-
ies: one buried in Jerusalem, and another mystically kept alive by any 
nation worth its salt.

University of Cambridge 

 39 Hegel even suggests that the visible church was only a poor imitation of 
the state, just as speculative theology parodied philosophy. Cf. Jacques Maritain, 
“L’homme et l’Etat” (1953), in Maritain, Œuvres Complètes, vol. 9 (Paris: Fribourg, 
1982), pp. 513–539.
 40 “He who dies for Italy does not die.”
 41 Cf. Adrian Hastings, e Construction of Nationhood (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997); Steven Grosby, Biblical Ideas of Nationality (Winona Lake, Ind.: 
Eisenbrauns, 2002). 
 42 “ere is something mysteriously divine about the prince.” Bossuet, Politique,
V, 4, i. Bossuet alludes to Psalm 138. 
 43 “ere is something mysteriously divine about the nation.”
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