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Jeremy Taylor on the Practice of Theology
Ma t t h e w  C. Kr u g e r *

This article seeks to highlight the practical nature of the work of 
Jeremy Taylor.; developing his understanding of the place of theo-
retical knowledge in its relation to moral living. I argue that Tay-
lor is devoted to the realization of the theoretical in everyday life, 
and does not overemphasize the moral to the detriment of the 
theological. In exploring this argument, I analyze his description 
of the practice of the presence of God and the contemplation of the 
eternal, two examples from his work of the integration of the theo-
retical with the practical for the sake of moral improvement.
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The work of Bishop Jeremy Taylor offers a challenge to contem-
porary modes of doing theology, a challenge offered, in particular, 
through its focus on making theological concepts hold an impact in 
the daily life of the Christian. That Taylor s work is inherently practi-
cal is well detailed in scholarship, but much of this material has over-
looked a certain crucial point. Many works, including Timothy 
Sedgwicks recent “The Anglican Exemplary Tradition,”* 1 provide an 
excellent description of the practical aspects of Taylor s work in rela-
tion to ethics or to prayer, but do not describe the connection with his 
speculative material. This paper will highlight some elements of this 
approach, and demonstrate that Taylor believes our theological un-
derstandings of God and the universe play an essential role in how we
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live. In this way, Taylor provides for the inclusion of subject matter 
typically relegated to the sphere of thought in the world of action.

In his article, Sedgwick offers a brief characterization of the rela-
tionship between practical and theoretical in Taylor s work. He writes,

Taylor begins his sermon with the claim that “Christianity is 
all for practice which is wholly made up of truth and peace.”
Here by truth is not meant theoretical knowledge—knowl-
edge about things, about the ultimate nature of things or un-
derstanding in terms of cause and effect about origins, and 
about predictable futures.2

This would serve, it may seem, to dismiss theoretical knowledge, or at 
least relegate it to a secondary place. In many ways this is true, as 
Taylor argues in that sermon, “Via intelligentiae,” for the primacy of 
practice as an expression of the Christian faith. Still, Sedgwick notes 
that “Taylor shares the classical understanding about the nature of the 
good and of God as matters of practical wisdom. This is knowledge 
gained through the experience of something, like the knowledge of 
another person and his or her love toward us.”3 In this description, it 
appears that Taylor routinely relegates any sort of nonpractical knowl-
edge to a secondary position, a thought one might conclude from Tay-
lor s own words in the same sermon: “The way to judge of religion is 
by doing of our duty; and theology is rather a divine life than a divine 
knowledge.”

There is a clear complication in this conclusion, however, in that 
Taylor was speaking at the University of Dublin to a group of scholars, 
and he was in particular speaking about how they might avoid be-
coming “ill scholars, and worse guides to others.”4 In this way, Taylor 
is hardly condemning the academic work of theologians. Instead of 
encouraging persons to avoid the discussion of theoretical material 
regarding the nature of God or nature of the world, Taylor will instead 
make two points: (1) As he says himself, “No man, how learned soever, 
can understand the Word of God, or be at peace in the Questions of
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Religion unless he is a master over his passions.”5 The person who 
wishes to study “the questions of religion” must first care for himself, 
and devote himself to God through righteous living, in the hope that 
God will provide the grace necessary to actually learn the difficult and 
debated aspects of theology. (2) The theoretical must not be under-
stood only as theoretical; instead, the theoretical must be practiced.

This second point is likely to be more contentious, if not diffi-
cult to understand. It is, however, identified by Sedgwick in the above 
statement that “Taylor shares the classical understanding of the nature 
of the good and of God as matters of practical wisdom.” The reference 
to classical thought is telling, and is actually a point of emphasis in the 
work of the historical philosopher Pierre Hadot and his expositions of 
classical thinkers.6 Hadot argued that classical philosophy and early 
Christian theology possessed a component he believed to be missing 
from later periods. In the work of Greek and Roman authors, Hadot 
found a focus on philosophy as a way of life, and its accompaniment 
by spiritual exercises, which led to the implementation of that phi-
losophy in all aspects of ones existence. He contrasted this broadly 
with the philosophy of the modern world, which Hadot described as 
existing in separate spheres, one of theory, the other of practice, with 
the two functionally distinct. We can, for example, research a field 
known as ethics or moral theology and, without ever interacting with 
ethics, research a field concerned with speculative matters, such as 
theology or metaphysics; in the ancient world, however, Hadot argued 
that each discipline consisted in a pair—a discourse about ethics, and 
a lived ethic; a discourse about theoretical matters, and a lived theory, 
all of which combined into a single way of life.

Over the course of his work, however, especially toward the end 
of his career, Hadot would revise his earlier argument. Instead of see-
ing a hard stop to the mode of philosophy as a way of life with the rise 
of Scholastic theology, he found aspects of this manner of proceed-
ing in thinkers from all periods, including the modern world.7 His 
revision appears crucially relevant to this discussion of Jeremy Taylor. 
For Taylor, therefore, one might argue that any distinction between

5 Taylor, “Via Intelligentiae,” 24.
6 See especially Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life: Spiritual Exercises 
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theoretical and practical, between knowledge and practice, is incom-
patible with the intentions of his work. What one finds in Taylor is 
precisely the practical realization of speculative understandings that 
Hadot valued so highly in the Stoics of the classical period. That is, 
Taylor emphasizes that our theological understandings of God form 
an essential part of our overall way of life.

As mentioned above, the fact that Taylor employed practices or 
exercises to further the Christian way of life is indisputable. This prin-
ciple is apparent in many of his works, including Golden Grove, which 
he writes was intended to serve as "a compendium of what we are to 
believe, what to do, and what to desire”* Regardless of whether the 
disciplines of theology were to be considered theoretical in the ab-
stract, Taylor believes that the Christian cannot be a faithful follower 
who only studies or disputes on matters of doctrine, and does not live 
or long for anything else. Taylors own preference for the inclusion 
of the practical aspect is, in part, a product of his historical circum-
stances, in that the emphasis in his work on moral improvement is a 
response to a perceived failure of commitment by those around him 
who spent much of their time debating about theological problems.

At the same time, Taylor clearly cares deeply for doctrinal the-
ology, and did not himself avoid controversial positions and debates 
over any number of speculative issues throughout his life. In this way, 
Taylor s work complicates our common instinct to categorize theolo-
gians as fundamentally practical or fundamentally speculative. Taylor 
makes clear that the practical is more important than the theoretical 
in one sense—“theology is a divine life rather than a divine knowl-
edge”—but this in no way excludes the theoretical. Instead, as Taylor s 
work demonstrates, our speculative understandings of God must be 
integrated into our lives and find their practical application. A true 
theologian, therefore, engages in both the practical and the theoreti-
cal, and then commits to implementing the theoretical aspect of their 
Christianity into their Christian way of life.

As a way of illustrating this argument, I will discuss two sets of 
exercises found in his writings, the first from The Rule and Exercises 
of Holy Living, and the second from his Contemplations of the State of 
Man. The first example is “the practice of the presence of God,” which 
is a demonstration of the integration of a theological principle into the 
life and ethical outlook of a person. The theological principle under
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discussion is not a particularly contentious one, and was widely agreed 
upon in its own time. Nonetheless, at first glance, the concept of Gods 
universal presence may not hold a clear correlation with ethical living. 
It is for this reason that Taylor will describe in detail the implications of 
omnipresence, and how our appreciation and integration of this belief 
can serve persons in their pursuit of a godly way of life. The inclusion 
of this theological principle into ones way of life suggests the clear con-
nection between a doctrinal tenet and a way of life, a theme repeated 
throughout Taylor s work.

For the second example, I turn to Taylors concept of the eternal, 
a notion that is related at once to God but also to heaven and “the 
heavens,” as I will discuss. This second example is, once more, not a 
particularly contentious point of church doctrine, but it is an impor-
tant instance of the employment of material considered theoretical in 
moral formation. In his Contemplations of the State of Man, Taylor 
offers a discussion of the nature of the eternal, by way of comparison 
with the most recent scientific understandings of the distance between 
the earth and the heavens. Again, considering the mathematical dis-
tance between the earth and the sun does not, at first glance, seem to 
hold much in terms of practical significance; and yet, once more, Tay-
lor takes the opportunity to emphasize the meaning of the vastness of 
eternity for those who live in the smallness of humanity.

Jeremy Taylor and Holy Living

The Rule and Exercises of Holy Living represents work from ap-
proximately the midpoint of Taylor s career, and was published first 
in 1650. Although the work is intended to serve as a guide to moral 
living, and is often characterized in this way, the matters covered in-
clude faith, hope, and love, as well as the virtue of religion. For this 
reason, we can only understand this book as a work of moral training 
if we understand “moral” holistically to refer to all human actions and 
beliefs, the entire mode of right living. The purpose of the Holy Liv-
ing is that a person will become a good Christian, one who believes in 
God properly, reverences God properly, and shows due concern for 
all fellow creatures on the earth.

Holy Living follows a straightforward structure maintained, for 
the most part, throughout the text. Each section is organized around 
a specific area of concern, whether a question of how one spends their 
time, or on a matter like the consumption of food and drink. Each of
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these topics is first given (1) a general introduction, an explanation of 
the concept and the reason for its importance in Christian life, includ-
ing words from Christian and classical sources on the subject. This is 
followed by (2) an explanation of certain exercises or practices that 
aid in the observation of the rule or principle under discussion. For 
certain subjects, Taylor adds two further components to each topic. 
These are (3) further considerations, including an explanation of the 
benefits of each exercise or the observance of that general principle, 
and (4) prayers, “ejaculations," or other acts of devotion that further 
aid in the application or observation of the rule.

The Consideration and Practice of the Presence Of God

Following the general structure found in Holy Living, Taylors 
teaching on the presence of God first introduces the basic theological 
principle—Gods omnipresence—before moving past the theologi-
cal statement to include a series of spiritual exercises, each of which 
provides a way of integrating this principle into ones way of life. This 
structure includes a theological teaching, a series of exercises with 
explanation of benefits, and a concluding series of prayers; taken to-
gether, these aspects form the proper work of theology, in Taylors 
mind: a correct understanding, which is then integrated into ones way 
of life, and continues to affirm God as the source of all grace and true 
moral capability in praise.

The exercise begins with an explanation of the theological un-
derstandings constitutive of the doctrine of the omnipresence of 
God. The foundation of this exercise is given by Taylor as follows: 
“That God is present in all places, that he sees every action, hears all 
discourses, and understands every thought, is no strange thing to a 
Christian ear, who hath been taught this doctrine, not only by right 
reason, and the consent of all wise men in the world, but also by God 
himself in holy Scripture."9 This is not an advanced or difficult theo-
logical principle for a person to understand, at least in comparison to 
a doctrine like the Trinity or the hypostatic union. And yet, it can be 
a challenge to understand what it means for God to be everywhere 
present, and yet not a material thing, that is, not existing in the same 
way as matter. Taylor provides a partial explanation of this tenet: “God
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is wholly in every place, included in no place, not bound with cords 
(except those of love), not divided into parts, not changeable into sev-
eral shapes, filling heaven and earth with his present power, and with 
his never absent nature/’ This explanation recalls the opening chapter 
of Augustine’s Confessions: "Is there anything in me, O Lord my God, 
that can contain thee? Do even the heaven and the earth, which thou 
hast made, and in which thou didst make me, contain thee?”10 Taylor 
provides some quick answers to these questions. First, God is present 
by “his essence, which because it is infinite cannot be contained within 
the limits of any place.” This omnipresence does not result, however, 
in the degradation of God through some sort of admixture with crea-
tures, however. Instead, “Because as the sun reflecting upon the mud 
strands and shores is unpolluted in its beams: so is God not dishon-
oured when we suppose him in every of his creatures, and in every 
part of every one of them, and is still as unmixt with any unhandsome 
adherence, as is the soul in the bowels of the body.”11 In this passage, 
Taylor affirms the omnipresence of God and emphasizes the presence 
of God within creation, a principle that becomes especially important 
as he explains in more detail the various modes of God’s presence.

God, secondly, is “everywhere present by his power” God’s pres-
ence, in this way, is made known by the work accomplished in guiding 
all of existence in its proper way. As Taylor writes, “He rolls the Orbs 
of Heaven with his hand, he fixes the earth with his foot, he guides all 
the creatures with his eye, and refreshes them with his influence.”12 
Once more, God’s involvement with living creatures is emphasized, a 
fact that hints further at Taylor’s doctrine of conscience.

Third, Taylor explains how God is “more specially present” in cer-
tain places than others. These places include heaven, being the seat of 
God, but also “holy places,” as well as “the hearts of his people” and 
in “the consciences of all persons good and bad, by way of testimony 
and judgment ”13 These last two statements are especially important, 
as they serve as a foundation to the exercises Taylor will suggest. It is 
precisely because of God’s omnipresence within all persons, and espe-
cially within the conscience, that humans must take pains to call this
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doctrine to mind, lest persons fail to acknowledge the importance of 
choosing a righteous manner of living. As Taylor writes, “Be sure that 
while you are in his sight you behave your self as becomes so holy a 
presence. But if you will sin, retire your self wisely, and go where God 
cannot see/’ With tongue seemingly planted in cheek, Taylor encour-
ages persons to try, if they may, to avoid the presence of God. The 
failure to acknowledge Gods omnipresence, he writes, is one of the 
principle sources of sin, and acknowledgement of this truth would 
perhaps remedy this problem: “And certainly, if men would alwayes 
actually consider, and really esteem this truth, that God is the great 
Eye of the World, alwayes watching over our actions ... it would 
be the readiest way to make sin cease from amongst the children of 
men.”14 Taylors additions of adverbs to some of the key statements 
above suggests the weight of a distinction he finds present in some 
Christians—“actually consider,” “really esteem”—we are fully capa-
ble of assenting with our minds to certain principles without imple-
menting their significance in our daily actions.

It is, therefore, a far different thing to understand a principle than 
to actually integrate that understanding into daily life. For this reason, 
Taylor provides several exercises and prayers that are to accompany 
the concept of Gods omnipresence, and to ensure its fulfillment. 
Though Taylor does at time emphasize the judgment of God, he is 
also inclined to employ picturesque language intended to emphasize 
love and comfort as well, something illustrated with a quotation from 
Augustine: “So S. Augustine expresses this article. So that we may 
imagine God to be as the air and the sea, and we all enclosed in his 
circle, wrapt up in the lap of his infinite nature, or as infants in the 
wombs of their pregnant Mothers: and we can no more be removed 
from the presence of God than our own being.”15 This striking picture 
emphasizes God’s love for all creation, using the imagery of God as 
mother, caring for the creation within her. A variety of the aspects of 
God are thus employed, each with connection to doctrinal points that 
underlie these images. God, for Taylor, is thus presented at once in 
regard to beauty and love and in distinction from sin and error. These 
dual aspects of God are continued in the exercises themselves.

The first exercise described by Taylor is perhaps the most straight-
forward: “Let this actual thought return, that God is omnipresent,
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filling every place, and say with David, Whither shall I go from thy 
spirit, or whither shall I flee from thy presenceP . . . This thought, by 
being frequent will make an habitual dread and reverence towards 
God, and fear in all thy actions.”16 In this process, the doctrinal con-
cept is changed from something simply intellectual into something 
with a clear practical reality. By acknowledging Gods omnipresence 
as a truth, and by acknowledging the varieties of this presence—in-
cluding its special presence in the hearts and conscience of all per-
sons, and the fact that this presence is aware of and acknowledging all 
actions performed by the person—one changes perspective toward 
ones own actions. Taylor believes that, upon taking on these exer-
cises, humans will be inspired to work with renewed vigor to ensure 
the soundness of their actions because of their knowledge that God is 
present and watching over their activity. The result of the exercise is 
not simply intellectual change, though this is an aspect, but "habitual 
dread,” an instilled holy fear toward God as a source of judgment. 
The mind is not the only aspect that is worked on in this process, but 
also the emotional life of the human person, a fact shown in the next 
exercise as well.

The involvement of the emotions in the exercises described by 
Taylor is an important feature of his thought. He is not employing the 
understandings of the ideal person held by the Stoics, where the wise 
man is one who is "unmoved” by the movements of the passions. In-
stead, for Taylor, when properly directed, the emotions play a clearly 
positive role in affirming and strengthening the person s adherence to 
God. At the same time, however, Taylor will remark upon the impor-
tance of due moderation of ones emotional life, as Reginald Askew 
notes of Holy Dyings critique of Achilless tears at Hectors funeral: 
"He thought them immoderate.”17

This concept is continued in the third exercise described by Tay-
lor, which I will quote from at length:

Let every thing you see, represent to your spirit the pres-
ence, the excellency and the power of God, and let your con-
versation with the creatures lead you unto the Creator; for 
so shall your actions be done more frequently with an actual
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eye to Gods presence, by your often seeing him in the glasse 
of creation. In the face of the Sun you may see Gods beauty:
In the fire you may feel his heat warming, in the water his 
gentleness to refresh you: he it is that comforts your spirit 
when you have taken Cordials: it is the dew of Heaven that 
makes your field give you bread; and the breasts of God are 
the bottles that minister to your necessities. This Philosophy 
which is obvious to every mans experience, is a good advan-
tage to our piety, and by this act of understanding our wills 
are checked from violence and misdemeanour.18

Here Taylor offers an encouragement to change our mode of observ-
ing the world, in that we are instructed to refer all that we see to the 
divine. This activity extends beyond a simple appreciation of nature 
and into the reception of comfort from “cordials” (relating to medi-
cine, more so than liqueur) and sustenance from bread. In the simple 
act of eating, one is called upon to acknowledge its source in God, its 
origin as a gift, and its continued bearing of the indications of Gods 
total presence. As Taylor writes in the last sentence of this passage, 
this “philosophy,” understood in the sense of a set of understandings 
or beliefs, is of great benefit to human piety, and for the purpose of 
controlling will. Belief influences piety and devotion at the same time 
that it influences ethical activity.

The two exercises described above rely on the person s calling 
to mind the reality of Gods presence, and cover one aspect of the 
exercises described by Taylor. All in all, Taylor offers a total of nine 
exercises for the remembrance of the presence of God:

1. “Let this actual thought often return, that God is omni-
present.”

2. “Make an act of adoration, that is, solemnly worship God, and 
place thy self in Gods presence.”

3. “Let every thing you see represent to your spirit the presence, 
excellency and power of God.”
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4. “Make frequent colloquies or short discoursings between God 
and thy own soul.”

5. “Offer to God, acts of love and fear”
6. “Let us remember that God is in us”
7. “God is in the bowels of thy brother”
8. “God is in every place. ”
9. “God is in every creature. ”

In this series of exercises, Taylor places an emphasis not only on per-
sonal character, but on the ability to see and understand the truth of 
what is believed in a constant manner. For Taylor, it is clearly a differ-
ent thing to accept intellectually that God is everywhere present than 
it is to live that way; thus, despite being a “theological” principle, it 
cannot be understood in only an intellectual manner, but rather in 
both its intellectual and practical ramifications.

Prayer

As Taylor does at the conclusion of each section, he offers a 
prayer, or series of prayers, related to the practice he has just de-
scribed. This is the final piece of integrating the theological precept of 
Gods omnipresence into ones way of life, acknowledging Gods role 
in our lives, and directing of our devotions to God in an appropriate 
manner. Taylor s prayer consists of a rather traditional collect pattern, 
with the first portion acknowledging Gods past and ongoing activity, 
the second portion forming a request for help in the present, and the 
third expressing a hope for the realization of future glory. The prayer 
opens,

O Almighty God infinite and eternal, thou fillest all things 
with thy presence; thou art everywhere by thy essence and 
by thy power, in heaven by Glory, in holy places by thy grace 
and favour, in the hearts of thy servants by thy spirit, in the 
consciences of all men by thy testimony and observation of 
us.19

This first aspect in many ways represents the doctrinal statement, the 
statement of faith regarding the nature of Gods existence in relation
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to us. God is found in all things, by essence and power, in heaven and 
in holy places, and, significantly, is present within the consciences of 
all human beings.

The second aspect of this prayer represents the petition to God, 
and relates most clearly to the work of the exercises as described by 
Taylor. In this section, we are told to pray for understanding, rever-
ence, and moral awareness and strength:

Teach me to walk alwayes as in thy presence, to fear thy maj-
esty, to reverence thy wisdom and omniscience, that may 
never dare to commit any undecency in the eye of my Lord 
and my Judge, but that I may with so much care and rever-
ence demean my self, that my Judge may not be my accuser, 
but my Advocate.20

This prayer, once more, is not divided into separate spheres of ethical 
and spiritual, but includes all of these elements under one heading. It 
includes a petition to maintain mindfulness of the presence of God, 
but is also paired with offering due reverence to God. The elements 
of moral behavior ("undecency”) and devotion ("care and reverence”) 
are joined together, and all under the heading of the recognition of 
the theological precept of Gods omnipresence.

Finally, Taylor comes to the affirmation of hope in future glory, 
asking that "expressing the belief’ in Gods omnipresence may lead to 
a blessed life after death. Taylor concludes, ". . . that I expressing the 
belief of thy presence here by careful walking, may feel the effects of 
it in the participation of eternal glory through Jesus Christ. Amen.”21 
This final clause provides a concise summation of Taylor s approach 
to theology: it is one thing to believe, and another to express that be-
lief. The requirement, therefore, in the explanation of the presence 
of God is not only that one understands the variety of ways in which 
God is present, but also that one lives as if one truly understand such 
things.

Contemplations of the State of Man

For this second example, I turn my attention to a late work by 
Bishop Taylor, one containing many similar patterns to Holy Living.
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In this text, Taylors concern is to work from theoretical or observa-
tional forms of knowledge, create a vision or conception of them, and 
from this consideration, improve one s morality, a task accomplished 
through repeated contemplation of the subject matter. To this end, 
Taylor offers long discourses on a given subject, as seen in the first 
three chapters, for example, which respectively treat time, the tran-
sitory nature of things outside of heaven, and the reduced value of 
things "sublunary.” The chapters form a sort of guided meditation, 
with Taylor describing in vivid detail and moving image various theo-
logical or natural places and concepts, hoping to create a clear vision 
within the mind of the Christian. In his chapter on the experience of 
those perfected bodies in heaven (pt. 2, ch. 5), Taylor describes not 
only the vision of God, but also the smell of "those beautiful bodies, 
more sweet than music or amber”; the taste of heaven, which is "per-
fect and incomparable”; and the touch—"all they tread upon shall 
seem to be flowers.”22 Considered from a distance, the explanations 
and guided meditations are largely conceptual, in the sense that they 
ask the reader only to think and imagine those things described. And 
yet, as Taylor clearly states in each chapter, each matter under discus-
sion holds great significance for the moral life. In the example of the 
vision of our bodily experience of heaven, Taylor contrasts all that we 
do in this world for a brief moment of pleasure—wars, conflict, emo-
tional distress—with all that we should want to do in order to attain 
to this heavenly banquet, which offers pleasures enduring through 
eternity.

The contemplation "Of the Greatness of Things Eternal” forms 
the first chapter of the second book of these meditations. This section 
includes both the consideration of a theoretical matter, the nature of 
eternity, and its moral implications, namely, the smallness of our exis-
tence in comparison with eternity. Taylor opens with a description of 
his goal, his purpose in writing this contemplation:

Although all temporal things are in themselves little and base, 
yet unto him, who shall consider the greatness and majesty 
of the Eternal, they will appear much less, and contempt-
ible. The greatness of the glory eternal consists not only in
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the eternity of its duration but in its intension also, as being 
supreme, and without limits in its excellency.23

The contemplation, therefore, is fundamentally about a comparison 
between things eternal and things temporal. In order for this com-
parison to be enacted, one must have a clear picture of both concepts. 
Taylor thus provides an extended discussion of eternity, before devel-
oping the comparison and concluding in more extensive detail with 
the moral implications.

Taylors comparison is founded upon a metaphor of distance: 
eternity, being infinite, exists conceptually beyond the human mind, 
and thus can only be approached through comparison to things the 
human mind can understand. It can, therefore, be conceived of in 
some limited manner, sufficient for contemplation, and sufficient for 
the suggestion offered by a limited metaphor to take hold. Taylor of-
fers this statement on the nature of eternal glory:

Eternal glory is great, both in respect of its purity, being free 
from all ill; and in respect of its perfection, being highly and 
excellently good: it doth as far exceed all the grandeur of this 
world, as the heavens are distant from the earth; and how far 
that is, we shall form some conception of it, as much as our 
weakness is able to express.24

With the basis for the comparison established, Taylor then offers 
more detail on the best possible means of conceptualizing the great-
ness of eternity in comparison with the world. Crucial to this passage 
is the rationale for what follows, namely that as the heavens are dis-
tant from the earth, so too is eternity greater than temporal things. To 
illustrate this, he draws from one of the leading scientific minds of his 
day, the Jesuit Christopher Clavius. Clavius is most famous for the 
development of the Gregorian calendar, but also his work in astron-
omy and, according to Taylor, math. He writes,

The most famous mathematician, Christopher Clavius, says, 
that from the sphere of the moon, which is the lowest heaven, 
unto the earth, are one hundred and twenty thousand six
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hundred and thirty miles; from the heaven of the sun, four 
millions thirty thousand nine hundred and twenty-three 
miles; and from the firmament, or eighth heaven, one hun-
dred sixty-one millions eight hundred four score and four 
thousand nine hundred and forty-three miles. Here Plato 
wills the mathematicians to cease their inquiries; for from 
hence there is no rule of measuring further.25

The inclusion of this speculative knowledge in a plainly theological 
text is noteworthy, but it is a frequently recurring feature in Taylor s 
meditations. Taylor will often include observations from nature for 
the sake of inspiring some sort of moral change. The numbers cited 
here are intended to provoke awe, and create within the mind of the 
reader some sense of its own failure to conceive fully. He seems to 
relish the extensive length of the numbers, and draws out their pre-
sentation, calling attention to the incomprehensibility of such dis-
tances from our everyday perspective.

The observation of the natural world holds clear significance 
for the moral life in Taylors mind, as it did for figures like Seneca 
and Cicero. The goal is to aid the person in adopting a higher cos-
mic viewpoint, changing ones perspective to see life from the top of 
the universe rather than ones own situated perspective. This process 
changes the significance of our daily lives, and it works, according to 
Taylor, to establish a different set of priorities. For this reason, one 
ought to think about the distance from the earth to the moon, and 
from the earth to the sun, or even imagine oneself standing on the 
firmament, the edge of Taylors universe, and looking back toward 
earth. The work of simply imagining this distance causes us to think in 
a different way about our situation. So Taylor explains,

Proportionable unto this distance of place, is the advantage 
which the greatness of heaven hath above that of earth, and 
the same holds in their blessings: let us mount, then, with 
this consideration, thither, and from that height let us de-
spise all the vanities of this world. All the kingdoms of the
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earth are but as a point, yea, but as a point of a point: he is 
higher than the world who cares not for the world.26

From the great distance of the heavens, “from that height,” as Taylor 
says, one can look back to earth and see only a point, or a “point of a 
point.” Despite the smallness of our existence from this perspective, 
humans will still fight and struggle and connive and die for those 
points of a point, those kingdoms, or more aptly for our modern world 
perhaps, those material securities they believe themselves to need. In 
concluding his thoughts on this section, Taylor provides this additional 
word, connecting in a single sentence the scientific knowledge of the 
length and breadth of the universe with a moral meaning: “O what 
fools then are they, who for one point of earth, lose so many leagues 
of heaven! Who for one short pleasure, lose things so immense and 
durable.”27 When we acknowledge the distance between heaven and 
earth, so to speak, we are able to recognize that we are perhaps over-
emphasizing the significance of certain aspects of our life, and devalu-
ing others. The cosmic perspective is a call to evaluate anew those 
things that are considered significant, by consideration of the great-
ness of God and the eternal nature of the heavens, in comparison with 
the transient position we occupy.

Conclusion

It seems, given the complications of doing theology in the pres-
ent world, that Taylor s model of a practicable theology can bear much 
fruit. What can be overlooked, however, is the inclusion of material 
commonly relegated to the “theoretical” sphere as part of a practical 
way of life. Taylors explanation of the “practice” of the presence of 
God provides a clear indication of the employment of a theological 
concept in ones everyday life. His work provides a model, in this re-
spect, in that one of the most frequent objections directed toward the 
theologian is the matter of how a concept might affect ones life. The 
answer to this question is now apparent: think of God present in oth-
ers, and treat them accordingly; think of God present in creation, and 
treat it as such; think of God present within you in love, and thereby 
think of yourself as a person who is loved unconditionally by God
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presently. Taylor s work, furthermore, offers a starting point for a mod-
ern approach to integrating scientific understandings into spirituality 
Our world may have gotten smaller in the intervening centuries, but 
our universe has expanded exponentially Instead of standing on the 
edge of the eighth heaven, looking back toward earth, we can stand at 
the edge of the ever-expanding universe and see billions upon billions 
of stars, most of which have their own planets, perhaps their own life, 
with kingdoms and countries, allegiances and devotions, wants and 
desires; and from this perspective, it is hard to avoid feeling different 
about all that we invest ourselves in. This sort of scientific knowledge 
need not be dismissed or relegated to a separate sphere; and, further, 
to do so would continue to imperil the church for future generations. 
Instead, this theoretical work can impress upon us the significance of 
God and the vastness of Gods handiwork all the more, and thereby 
inspire us to take the necessary practical action to live more sincerely 
as Gods coworkers in creation.
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