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Worldviews Callide

The man without the Spirit does not
accept the things that come from
the Spirit of God, for they are
foolishness to him, and he
cannot understand them,
because they are
Spiritually
discerned.

ot

St. Paul in I¥ Corinthians 2:4 (NIV)

1. Prolegomena

1.1 A Centennial Commemoration

The year nineteen hundred and ninety-eight saw the 100" anniversary of the Dutch theologian-
statesman Abraham Kuyper’s' presentation of his justly famous Stone Lectures on Calvinisn?® at
Princeton Theological Seminary. In that series of six lectures, Kuyper strove to demonstrate that
Calvinism was not simply a religious dogma that some might argue was relevant for confessional
purposes only, but was a thoroughgoing “life-system™* Kuyper himself described the life-system

of Calvinism as “all embracing,™ “comprehensive,”™ and “far-reaching ™

' An excellent first hand source for biographical information on Kuyper can be found in his Confidentie:
Schrijven aan den Weld ( Amsterdam: Hoveker and Wormser, 1873), portions of which can be found translated into
English as “Confidentially” in James Bratt’s 4braham Kuyper: A Centennial Reader, pp. 46-61 and throughout Peter
Heslam’s thorough study Creating A Christian Worldview: Abraham Kuyper's Lectures on Calvinism.

? Abraham Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1931.)

*Kuyper, Lectures, p. 11ff

*Kuyper, Lectures, p. 11

SKuype:r, Lectures, p. 11

®*Kuyper, Lectures, p. 11
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The centennial of Kuyper’s Stone Lectures has been the occasion for critical reassessment and

reappraisal of Kuyper’s thought in general and with regard to the Stone Lectures themselves as can
be seen in the recent publication of Peter Heslam’s Creating a Christian Worldview: Abraham
Kuyper's Lectures on Calvinism,” a compilation of previously unavailable (in English) writings of
Kuyper edited by James Bratt entitled Abraham Kuyper: A Centennial Reader,® and John Bolt’s
forthcoming volume Abraham Kuyper and American Political Theory Today.® We have clearly
entered into a time when a critical reassessment and perhaps even a reappropriation of Kuyper’s
basic insights is called for. Of course, Westminster Theological Seminary stands in conscious debt
to the hoary tradition of Dutch Reformed thought as exemplified in the Stone Lectures through the

salutary influence of men like Cornelius Van Til."

1.2 A Continuing Legacy

It is somewhat ironic that we should even be talking about Kuyper’s “worldview™ (or life-system)
apologetic, given his basically negative evaluation of the discipline as traditionally practiced.

Kuyper apparently thought that in the long life of the church, apologetics had contributed little of

"Peter S. Heslam, Creating A Christian Worldview: Abraham Kuyper's Lectures on Calvinism (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998).

#James Bratt, ed., Abraham Kuyper: A Centennial Reader (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998),

“This forthcoming volume will be published by Eerdmans. Information obtained through personal
correspondence with the author,

"“This, of course, is not to ignore the fact that Westminster Theological Seminary is also the heir to “Old
Princeton” and the preeminent scholarship of the Hodges, Warfield and Machen. See Greg L. Bahnsen, Fan Tils
Apologetic: Readings & Analysis (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishers, 1998), pp. 596 - 612 for a
helpful analysis of Van Til’s use of both Abraham Kuyper and Benjamin B, Warfield in his apologetic method.
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value, by giving away its case before it had made its defense. In fact, at the very outset of his

Lectures, he gives us this assessment:

In this struggle (berween conflicting life-systems-ed ) Apologetics have advanced us
not one single step. Apologists have invariably begun by abandoning the assailed
breastwork, in order to entrench themselves cowardly in a ravelin behind it !

So when discussing Kuyper’s “apologetic™ we need to keep in mind that apologetics, at least as he
understood it, was a questionable enterprise. And yet, he himself practiced apologetics (although
sometimes inconsistently, per Van Til) all the same. Those who stand within the presuppositional
school of apologetics have benefitied greatly from the trenchant criticisms that Kuyper made of so

called “traditional” apologetics.'?

As Peter Heslam has pointed out, one key to Kuyper’s negative assessment of traditional apologetics
was his notion (following in the footsteps of Augustine and Anselm) of faith seeking

understanding" which laid great stress on the fact that people were brought to faith by the work of

HKuyper, Lectures, p. 11 See also Kuyper's comments in his Principles of Sacred Theology, translated by J.
Hendrick Devies (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1968), p. 160. In speaking to the issue of the “antithesis” in science,
he says, “It will be impossible to settle the difference of insight. No polemics between these two kinds of science can
ever serve any...purpose. This is the reason why... Apologetics has always failed to reach results.” Also cited in
Bahnsen, Van Til's Apologetic, p. 33.

12See again Bahnsen, Van Til's Apologetic, pp. 596-612, where Bahnsen (along with the lengthy citations
from the various writings of Van Til) explains the strengths and weaknesses of both Kuyper and Warfield (who may
represent to many the “traditional” apologetic method) and how Van Til endeavored to takes the best insights of both
men and meld them into an effective apologetic method. Of course, one of Van Til's preferred targets was Bishop
Butler’s Analogy. Perhaps Kuyper would best be seen as practicing a form of apologetics close in style to Warfield's
brand of polemical theology. If that is the case, it would have an “elenctic” or convictional character, much as Van
Til’s presuppositional method. More about this later.

B0therwise known in its Latin form as fides guaerens intellectum. See Heslam, Christian Worldview, p.
127. See also, Muller Dictionary of Greek and Latin Theological Terms (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House,
1983), p.47, and Anselm’s Proslogion and Monologion in The Works of Anselm (Buffalo, NY: Open Court Books,
1967).
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the Holy Spirit (the so called “testimonium Spiritus Sancti”)" and not intellectualistic

argumentation.” Kuyper’s thought is not without its own problems (which we will wrestle with
below)'"® but the broad contours of his views on the “antithesis” between the believer and the
unbeliever are basically correct (in the view of this writer) and have even exercised some influence

beyond strictly Presbyterian and Reformed circles in the thinking of Evangelicals like Carl F. H.

""See Eric Bristley’s helpful, but unpublished 1989 ThM thesis from Westminster Theological Seminary,
From Probability to Certainty: The Witness of the Holy Spirit and the Defense of the Bible in Presbyterian and
Reformed Apologetics, 1870 - 1920, which goes into some depth on the differences between Old Amsterdam
(Kuyper and Bavinck, et al) and Old Princeton (Warfield and others) on the place of the internal testimony of the
Holy Spirit the apologetic defense of Scripture.

Recently, Carl Trueman, in his excellent treatment of the theology of John Owen made this balanced
evaluation appropriate to the topic at hand, “In line with his basic Augustinian anthropology, Owen considers human
beings to be subject to two conditions that render their appropriation of God’s revelation impossible: their essential
finiteness; and their sinful depravity. The first cuts them off from God because God is an infinite object beyond the
grasp of finite beings. As noted above, even in the state of integrity, Owen argues, the finiteness of the human mind
renders its incapable, in itself, of understanding the mysteries of God. Human minds are simply not capable of
comprehending God, and this is why people are not only dependent on upon ectypal theology. But also require God's
assistance in order to grasp this theology for themselves. The second condition, that of innate sinful depravity, serves
to blind people to that revelation. Owen regards this depravity as having two effects. First, it plunges human minds
into darkness and blinds them to God’s revelation, and second, it implants corrupt affections which lead people to
reject Scripture. As a result, a person can only come to grasp God's revelation once this darkness and the corrupt
affections have been overcome. In other words, objective revelation is not enough, there must also be a subjective
transformation within human beings to make the grasping of revelation a reality. This is where the work of the Holy
Spirit becomes vitally important.” The Claims of Truth: John Owen's Trinitarian Theology (Carlisle, UK:
Paternoster Press, 1998), pp. 75-76. Clearly enough, Kuyper stands within the mainstream of Reformed tradition as
Trueman's remarks regarding John Owen bear out. Tt appears that Kuyper may have drawn incorrect conclusions
from his basically sound position, as Comnelius Van Til has shown. See Bahnsen, Van Til's Apologetic, pp. 271, 293
& 596-612.

"°See Bahnsen, Van Til s Apologetic, pp. 596-612 on Van Til’s judicious judgement on the strengths and
weaknesses of Kuyper and Warfield, where Bahnsen shows how Van Til endeavored to show that both Kuyper and
Warfield drew invalid conclusions from proper views each held respectively. More will be said about this matter
below.
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i_IE

Henry'” and Edward John Carnel

1.3 Thesis and Format

Our thesis 1s that the worldview (or life-system) apologetics of Abraham Kuyper is basically sound
in its contours and content. The view that the believer and the unbeliever interpret all of life from
a different set of epistemological principles seems biblically on target. One major issue that we will
be wanting to wrestle with is the recognized tension that exits in the twin concepts of the antithesis
and common grace which are so prevalent in Kuyper."” We believe that Kuyper’s contribution
toward the understanding of the epistemological antithesis between beliefand unbeliefis significant
and ought to be examined, refined and appropriated. To a large extent this has already been done
in the apologetic of Cornelius Van Til, so what we conclude here will no doubt reflect the influence
of his writings. Ultimately, we believe that Abraham Kuyper's worldview apologetic is best

described as polemical theology with an elenctic flavor.

YCarl F. H. Henry, God, Revelation & Authority in six volumes (Waco, Texas: Word, 1976-83) which has
been recently re-released by Crossway Books in commemoration of Henry’s 85" birthday. Henry was a founding
faculty member of Fuller Theological Seminary and the founding editor of Christianity Today. See his Confessions of
a Theologian (Waco, Texas: Word, 1986) and George Marsden’s Reforming Fundamentalism (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 1989).

"®Carnell, erstwhile president of Fuller Theological Seminary, had the benefit of sitting under the teaching of
Gordon Clark at Wheaton College and Cornelius Van Til at Westminster Theological Seminary. See Marsden,
Reforming Fundamentalism and Rudolph Nelson’s The Making and Unmaking of an EvangelicalMind: The Case of
Edward Carnell (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987). See Nelson's brief remarks on page 137 on
Carnell’s use of, among others, Abraham Kuyper, in his The Case For Orthodoxy. Amazingly, W. Andrew Hoffeker
and Gary Scott Smith in their two volume Building A Christian Worldview (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbytenian &
Reformed Publishing, 1986) give scant attention to the foundational influence of Kuyper. He is mentioned on the last
page of text (p. 457) in the second volume and even then not with reference to his worldview apologetic per se.

YHeslam, Christian Worldview, p. 2621F reflects this “unresolved” tension.
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The format of this paper will be to present an overview of Kuyper’s own understanding of his

“worldview” apologetic involving the salient elements of the concept (drawn primarily from the first
lecture, Calvinism a Life-System) and detailing some of the influence which James Orr’s 4 Christian
View of God and the World®® may have had on Kuyper. This will be followed by a concise analysis
of the lectures themselves concentrating on highlights after which we w1'ﬂ conclude with some
helpful observations clearly influenced by Cornelius Van Til and the recent review of Heslam’s
Creating a Christian Worldview by Esther L. Meek in the Presbyterion Journal, entitled “Embrace

It or Replace It"*'

2. An Overview of Kuyper’s Worldview Apologetics

2.1 What is a “worldview”?
Strictly speaking, Abraham Kuyper didn’t adopt the term “worldview™ to describe his concept of
an all embracing Calvinism. On the advice of American friends Kuyper translated the German

compound Weltanshauung as “life-system.™ Kuyper himself describes his selection of life-system

5ames Orr, A Christian View of God and the World (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1989
Reprint). Reference to the influence of this book on Kuyper’s thought can be found in Heslam, Christian Worldview,
p. 92-96 and elsewhere throughout the book and in William Edgar’s review of Heslam’s book in the Westminster
Theological Journal, Vol. 60, no. 2 (Fall 1998), pp. 355-358,

IEsther L. Meek, “Embrace It or Replace It: The Christian and Culture-A Review of Peter 8. Heslam's
Creating a Christian Worldview: Abraham Kuyper's Lectures on Calvinism” in The Presbyterion: Covenant
Seminary Jowrnal, Vol. XXIV, no. 2 (Fall 1998), pp. 119-125.

nAltJmugh as Peter Heslam informs us, “It is worth clarifying, however, that the evidence is strongly against
Kuyper’s claim to have used “life-system” in the title of his first lecture. The version of the Stone Lectures he used to
deliver his lectures at Princeton, the syllabus of the lectures distributed to each member of his audience, and the press
reports of Kuyper's Stone Lectures, all testifiy to the original title having been “Calvinism and History”, Kuyper
changed the title of the first lecture to *Calvinism a Life-system’ for the published version of the lectures in English,
most probably in order to draw attention to the fundamental thesis of the lectures as a whole-that Calvinism was an
all-embracing life-system, rather than a narrowly defined set of doctrines or a particular ecclesiology.” Christian
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in this manner:

As Dr. James Orr (in his valuable lectures The Christian View of God and the
Warld Edinb., 1897, p. 3) observes, the German technical term Weltanschawung has
no precise equivalent in English. He therefore used the literal translation view of the
world, notwithstanding this phrase in English is limited by associations , which
associate it predominantly with physical nature. For this reason, the more explicit
phrase; life and world view seems to be more preferable. My American friends,
however, told me that the shorter phrase: [ife system, on the other side of the ocean,
is often used in the same sense.™

Undoubtedly Kuyper developed the idea of a worldview from his interaction with German Idealism
in his student days and because evolutionary ideas were “in the air” in Kuyper’s day as a part of the
Zeitgeist. But the one source that probably solidified Kuyper’s thinking on worldviews was James

Or, the Scottish theologian, who himself had delivered a series of lectures on worldview thinking.

As William Edgar comments,

Heslam informs us that Kuyper’s awareness of worldview thinking stems not only
from the antecedents in German Idealism but also from James Orr. The Scottish
theologian had himself delivered the Kerr Lectures in 1890-1891, published two
years later under the title, The Christian Fiew of God and the World. The parallels
are striking, particularly considering Orr's emphasis on the systematic character of
every religion, and the need for a “comprehensive method” in the defense of the
Christian view of things.*

Orr tells us that anyone who read the better known works of German theology would constantly run
into the word “Weltanshauung” especially if those theological works consciously referred to works

in the field of the philosophy of religion. Apparently, this compound German word could be

Worldview, p. 88.
23K]J:,I']:l«‘:hr, Lectures, p. 11, note 1.

*William Edgar, “A Review of Peter Heslam’s Creating A Christian Worldview: Abraham Kuyper s
Lectures on Calvinism, The Westminster Theological Journal Vol. 60 no. 2 (Fall 1998), p. 355. See also Heslam's
remarks on pages 88 - 96 of his Creating A Christian Worldview.
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interchanged with “Weltansicht™ another somewhat opaque term.” While an exact English

translation may not have been found, the terms “worldview” and life-system seem more than

adequate. As Orr goes on to say,

The idea of the “Weltanschauung™ may be said to have entered predominantly into
modern thought through the influence of Kant, who derives what he calls the
“Weltbegniffe” from the second of his Ideas of Pure Reason, to which is assigned the
function of the systematic connection of all our experiences into a unity of a world-
whole (Weltganz). But the thing itself is as old as the dawn of reflection, and is
found in a cruder or more advanced form in every religion and philosophy with any
pretensions to a historical character.*

So a worldview is a set of beliefs that “underlie and shape all human thought and action™ and would
perhaps be called a “meta-narrative” in our day, something that would pull all our thoughts and
experiences together and make sense of them in a unified fashion. Perhaps we could say that a
worldview is a way of looking at the world, just as we would say that someone with an overly
optimistic or naive outlook would be looking at the world through “rose colored glasses”. A
worldview is the grid through which we all filter life. Needless to say, Kuyper (in the footsteps of
Orr) had something very particular in mind when he explained his idea of a worldview or life-
system. Next we will look at some of the defining characteristics of Kuyper’s worldview apologetic
which he himself explained in the first lecture® that he delivered at Princeton Theological Seminary.

Given that Kuyper was drawing, at least in part, on his reading of Orr’s lectures, it may be valuable

Orr, The Christian View, p. 3.

%Qrr, The Christian View, pp. 4-5. Heslam tells us that the idea of the Weltanschauung was “coined by
Kant in his Kritik der Urteilskraft (1790), [and] became a key word in the thought-world of German Idealism and
Romanticism, and was used to denote a set of beliefs that underlie and shape all human thought and action. As such it
was akin to philosophy but without philosophy’s rational pretensions.” Christian Worldview, pp. 88-89.

21Ku}rpm"’s first lecture in the series of six was entitled Calvinism a Life System. Lectures, pp. 9-40,
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