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This thesis undertakes an architectonically arraﬁged analysis of a
particularly prevalent and powerful rhetorical figure in seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century English religious literature, the metaphor linking false
religion with pestilential infection. Heterodoxy is considered by authors
représenting diverse doctrinal backgrounds in this theologically turbulent period,
to be tantamount to deadly contagion, underscoring the severity of its perceived
threat to a given orthodoxy. Under this scheme, both physical plague
outbreaks—the threat of which is very real in the period covered in this study
(1621-1722)—and heretical disseminations, threaten to reach epidemic
proportions. Especially striking is the widespread incidence of this figurative
phenomenon, which is called into polemical service by such diverse disputants as
the staunch Presbyterian Thomas Edwards at one extreme, and the High Church
Anglican Jonathan Swift at the other.

It is in fact Swift’s categorization of the Presbyterian denomination as the
“Epidemick Sect of Zolists” in A Tale of a Tub (1704), which launched this
inquiry into an extensive corpus of seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century
texts rooted in religious controversy. Just as Swift does in so many ways, this
investigation radiates principally backward and into the seventeenth century
proper. To a lesser extent, it also looks forward into the eighteenth century by
tracing examples of this recurring metaphor in Swift’s later work as well as in
Daniel Defoe. Detailed analysis of the individual seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century texts is prefaced by an introductory chapter which surveys biblical
precedents for this particular metaphorical application. The translation quoted is
normally the Authorized Version of 1611, but in cases where additional light may
be shed on pérticularly relevant biblical passages, other translations—including

those of the twentieth century—are brought into play. Commentaries consulted



have mostly been those of the twentieth century since these, especially the
Anchor Bible Commeﬁtary, not only present the findings of modern biblical
scholarship but give entries into earlier exegesis.

Finding the epitome of the seventeenth-century writer concerned with
infectious religious influence in Robert Burton, the second chapter, devoted to
Anglican polemicists, begins with the anatomist of melancholy. While Burton is
not the first figure in English literature to yoke malevolent preaching with
pestilential catastrophe, his fusion is most instructive for setting the tone of
doctrinal antagonism in the century to follow. Fervid supporters of monarchy and
the Church of England such as John Cleveland and Samuel Butler, as well as
Anglican priests Meric Casaubon, Henry More and Samuel Parker, demonstrate
that episcopalians of diverse backgrounds share common ground in employing
this specific figurative weapon.! Despite modest professions of inadequacy,
Burton the Anglican priest clearly casts himself in the role of physician in his
copious treatise in which he repeatedly makes use of this irreligion-infection
analogy. (While this is not at all surprising, it is curious that the metaphor does
not surface where we might expect it to, in the writings of the physician, Sir
Thomas Browne. Neither Religio Medici (1642), where Browne articulates his
own position, nor Pseudosoxia Epidemica (1646), which has such a promising

title, deploys such an analogy.

! The terms “Anglican” and “Puritan” are used throughout this study with a
certain degree of fluidity, acknowledging the fact that they do not refer to groups
and beliefs which can always be precisely delimited. Nonetheless, the
classifications remain useful as doctrinal designations in the theologically
agitated century under consideration. These labels affixed to the various authors
discussed in the course of this thesis follow the lines of those set forth by H.R.
McAdoo, who in his expansive study of Anglicanism describes an “Anglican-
Puritan tension” as a defining “historical situation” for Anglican theology in the
seventeenth century, (The Spirit of Anglicanism: A Survey of Anglican
Theological Method in the Seventeenth Century, London: Adam and Charles
Black, 1965), p. 1.



In the third chapter the focus shifts to a Puritan whose own theological
affiliations mutated constantly: Milton begins life as a nominal Anglican and is
nursed in Presbyterianism, which he later rejects on much the same grounds
that he abhorred the Established Church, in favour of ultimately independent
beliefs. Throughout his career, Milton deftly wields the same irreligion-infection
analogy as does Swift, Anglican divine and ideological antagonist of the poet, in
the following generation. Hence the following fourth chapter is devoted to
Burton’s doctrinal descendant Swift, who, like Milton, continually brings to bear
an association between perceived false religion and contagion. Interestingly
enough, both Milton and Swift, the two authors discussed in greater detail than
any of the others, attack Presbyterianism-—albeit differently—through this
infection analogy. So there is a certain symmetry in concluding this study with a
fifth chapter devoted to three distinct but also nominal Presbyterians: Edwards,
Thomas Vincent and Defoe, all of whom in vai'ying degrees acknowledge the
infectious nature of Puritan extremism, in many ways mimicking the rhetorical
sallies of the Anglican apologists who would just as readily find fault with the

Presbyterians for their perceived Calvinistic zeal.



Idolatrous Influence and Punitive Pestilence: False Religion and
the Infection Metaphor of Biblical Literature

Foreshadowing a metaphorical phenomenon that is identified in
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century English literature, biblical texts abound
with linkages between false religion and infection, elements intricately bound
together in filigreed fashion. Although the lacework uniting these analogical
associates is sometimes obscurely woven into scripture as well as the works of
theolﬁgically diverse English authors following in this biblical tradition, false
religion and contagion are nonetheless tightly interwoven, thereby providing a
powerfully charged rhetorical device applied consistently to denigrate opponents
in the doctrinal controversies raging in the century between the first edition of
Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy in 1621 and Daniel Defoe’s A Journal
of the Plague Year published in 17 227 Whereas biblical narratives principally
involve physical contagion as the 'supreme punishment for spiritual deviation,
doctrinal dissent is characterized in a diverse body of English literature in this
century of doctrinal turmoil and severe plague epidemics, as an infectious
menace, a metaphorical phenomenon applied most frequently, but not
exclusively, to extreme Puritanism.

When authors as theologically opposed as Burton and Milton at the
earlier end of the period under consideration, and Swift and Defoe at the other,
apply this plague metaphor to aspects of perceived faise religion, they do so with
a vast array of biblical antecedents upon which to draw. Examination of these
texts supports the notion that the intersection of heresy and contagion is deeply
rooted in a figurative foundation that provides Milton, Bunyan, Swift, Defoe,

and a number of Anglican and Presbyterian apologists, with a springboard from



which to launch assaults upon a given unorthodoxy. Toward a recognition of the
basis for this literary phenomenon—which mutates considerably from the Old
Testament prescription of punitive pestilence as a consequence of idolatry, to the
notion of false teaching as an epidemiological force in New Testament
writings—Ronald Clements argues that “threats of disease and violent
oppression formed traditional pictures of the fate of persons who offended a
deity and thus fell under his curse.”®

Although the perception of plague as heavenly sanctioned castigation
surfaces throughout the seventeenth century and lingers into the eighteenth, a
related but palpably distinct tendency to connote false religion as contagion
pervades the religious literature of this period when it becomes especially apt for
its severity and applicability in rhetorical venues during a century of repeated
deadly plague epidemics. Milton variously describes Catholicism, Anglicanism
and even Presbyterianism, as infectious hazarcis; and his fellow nonconformist
Bunyan is labelled “a pestilent fellow”—just as was St Paul—by those charging
him with preaching without authority and not attending the established church.
Swift harbours a genuine dread of Presbyterians (and to a lesser extent
Catholics) as much as any infectious disease, and his contemporary antagonist
Defoe can just as easily mimic a High Church priest calling for eradication of
contagious dissenters as emphasize shortcomings of the Anglican clergy, whom
he portrays as fleeing plague-stricken London en masse to the delight of
noncdnformist ministers who filled the ensuing vacuum. In applying the

infection metaphor to aspects of contemporary religious contention, these

1 The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible: Exodus
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), pp. 34-35.



authors in particular draw heavily upon the tradition of yoking contagion (both
physical and spiritual) and anathematized religion, a nexus that infuses the
Hebrew as well as the gospel writings. In addition to adopting this figurative
foundation from biblical narrative, seventeenth- and eighteenth-century English
authors resonate the tremors felt by having to endure contemporary outbreaks
of plague, or just as fitfully, the continual threat of a new epidemic of deadly
pestilence.

False religion—always a threat to Yahwism via lustful inducement to idol
worship—is acknowledged in the Old Testament as having contagious appeal,
but this is overshadowed by the forceful, episodic interdiction that those who are
tempted to commit spiritual infidelity will be stricken with physical, pestilential
castigation. New Testament plague passages tend to accentuate spiritﬁal (and
often paradoxically benevolent) infection rather than repeatedly herald the
portent of physical affliction for infidels—except in the return of punitive
infection in Revelation. Paul and St Luke display an awareness of the mechanics
behind the spread of false religion within Christianity, and the menace of
misdirected zeal and enthusiasm. More so in the Old Testament, however,
affliction by plague is a recurring theme given its status as a necessary adjunct
divinely employed either to promote religion or inhibit infidelity; wayward
Israelites as well as their spiritually inﬂueni;ial enemies are periodically punished
via pestilénce, all with an end to purifying the faifh.

The close relationship between biblical representations of infectious
irreligion and instances of the same ﬁgﬁrafive phenomenon in seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century English literature is perhaps best exemplifiéd in the

curiously parallel judicial proceedings of Paul after his arrest for what is deemed



contagious proselytizing and of Bunyan after his arrest on 12 November 1660
for similarly “infectious” preaching. Evidence of this intertextual influence may
be found in the ostensibly powerful attack made against Bunyan by one of the
magistrates charging him with preaching without licence to unlawful
congregations and not attending Anglican services. Bunyan’s second wife
Elizabeth, who was in attendance at the August 1661 court hearing of her
husband’s case, recorded the dialogue between the assembled judges and
herself. One of the local justices hearing Bunyan’s case, Sir Henry Chester, used
terminology against Bunyan that is identical to that used by Tertullus against St
Paul during the apostle’s arraignment before Felix: “My Lord, ... He isa
pestilent fellow, there is not such a fellow in the country again.” Ironically,
Chester unwittingly places the leader of the Bedford congregation in highly
esteemed company by having an allusion made on his behaif to one of the
founders of Christianity.3

Chester’s utterance, combined with the derivative passage from Acts 24.
5, left a lasting impression on Bunyan.4 To begin with, Chester’s statement left a
sufficient impression on Bunyan'’s wife to allow its later transcription by

Bunyan, who indicates in A Relation of My Imprisonment, first published in

2 John Bunyan, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, ed. by Roger
Sharrock (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), p. 127. Chester is described by
Christopher Hill as “Bunyan’s particular enemy,” one of four out of “the five JPs
who sent Bunyan to jail” who also was admitted as a burgess of the Bedford
corporation in 1661 (A Turbulent, Seditious, and Factious People: John Bunyan
and His Church, 1628-1688, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), pp. 256-57.

3 Bunyan’s wife also records that Chester also said Bunyan “was a hot spirited
fellow (or words to that purpose)” (Ibid., p. 126). ,

4 James F. Forrest claims in his edition of The Holy War (New York: New York
University Press, 1967), that “pestilent fellow” was “a term of abuse popular in
the seventeenth century,” but he cites no other usages (p. 136). The term was
certainly popular with Bunyan.



1765, that he “took from her own Mouth” the conversations thus recorded.’ This
particular phrase also makes its way into Part I of The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678)
and The Holy War (1682), but with different connotations in each of the texts. A
clear parallel with Bunyan’s own case is drawn at the trial of Christian and
Faithful at Vanity Fair in The Pilgrim’s Progress, wherein the two are deemed
in their indictment “enemies to, and disturbers of their Trade,” charged with
making “Commeotions and Divisions in the Town” and converting others “to
their own most dangerous Opinions, in contempt of the Law of their Prince.”
Such a designation would apply equally to Bunyan and to Paul, whose identity
Bunyan sought to realize in his own ministry: “[Bunyan] recognized with delight
his identity with Paul; and in the record of his own sensations, gifts, and acts,
which a miraculous influence immediately compelled him to compose and
publish, he piously imitated the history of his celebrated predecessor.”

After Faithful attempts to offer his defence, Envy, Superstition and
Pickthank testify against him. Superstition’s statement against Faithful follows
closely that of Chester against Bunyan:

My Lord, I have no great acquaintance with this man, nor do I
desire to have further knowledge of him; However this I know,
that he is a very pestilent fellow, from some discourse that the

other day I had with him in this Town; for then talking with him, I

5 Grace Abounding, p. 125.
6 The Pilgrim’s Progress from this World to That which is to Come, ed. by
James Blanton Wharey and Roger Sharrock, 2nd edn (Oxford: Clarendon Press,

1960; Repr. 1967), pp. 92-93.
7William York Tindall, Jokn Bunyan: Mechanwk Preacher (New York: Columbia

University Press, 1934; Repr. 1964), p. 23.



heard him say, That our Religion was naught, and such by which a
man could by no means please God. . . 8
Bunyan here describes not only Superstition’s (and Chester’s) opinion of
Faithful (and Bunyan); such designations are made, for example, by the
Presbyterian Thomas Edwards against sectarians in Gangraena (1646) and by
Swift against Presbyterians in A Tale of a Tub (1704).

Having now had the term used (happily, to be sure) against himself and
having placed the same lémguage in the mouth of Superstition to label Faithful
“a very pestilent fellow,” Bunyan, certainly not without amusing himself, finally
turns the tables on Chester with supreme irony. Atheism, one of the
aldermen/burgesses of Diabolus called to trial after the recovery of Mansoul, is
branded with the same designation—in strikingly similar language to the
passage in The Pilgrim’s Progress, by one of the sworn witnesses Mr. Know-all.
Ho§vever, in this case, the term is not applied with any intentional or accidental
glorification: “Yes, my Lord, we know him, his name is Atheism, he has been a
very pestilent fellow for many years in the miserable Town of Mansoul.”™ From
Bunyan’s point of view, no one is more deserving of being identified under an
opprobrious connotation of the expression than Chester himself. Chester, who
supported Parliament before the Restoration only to be appointed alderman and
serve the interests of Charles 11,10 is in a sense reborn in the character of
Atheism—now the truly “pestilent fellow.” The contagious threat posed by the

likes of Atheism is evident in the sentence passed by Mr. Zeal-for-God against

81bid., p. 94.

9 The Holy War, made by Shaddai upon Diabolus. For the Regaining of the
Metropolis of the World. Or, the Losing and Taking Again of the Town of
Mansoul, ed. by Roger Sharrock and James F. Forrest (Oxford: Clarendon

Press, 1980), p. 120.



the Diabolonians: “ . . . Cut them off, they have been the plague, and have sought
the destruction of Mansoul.”1!

Turning to Luke’s parallel account in Acts, Paul is accused by Tertullus,
the professional advocate under hire by the Sanhedrin, of spreading religious
insurrection by preaching among the general population much as did Bunyan:

For we have found this man a pestilent fellow; and a mover of
sedition among all the Jews throughout the world, and a
ringleader of the sect of the Nazarenes: Who also hath gone about
to profane the temple: whom we took, and would have judged
according to our law. (Acts 24. 5-6)
F.F. Bruce translates the same phrase in Acts 24. 5 more forcefully with regard
to comparing Paul’s proselytization activity and infection: “we have found this
fellow a perfect plague.”2 Significantly, Tertullus’s categorization of Paul as
pestilential resonates from (if it is not directly influenced by) Claudius’s letter to
the Alexandrians (A.D. 41), in which the Roman emperor declares that Jews are
“fomenters of a general plague infecting the whole world.”3 Such a striking
parallel of phrase is clearly intentional: “The similarity is deliberate. It is evident
that the narrative of Acts is using contemporary language. The charge [yoking

Paul with plague] was precisely the one to bring against a Jew during the

10 Hill, A Turbulent, Seditious, and Factious People, p. 256.

11 The Holy War, ed. by Sharrock and Forrest, p. 132. After the sentence against
the Diabolonians is pronounced, Bunyan similarly summarizes their
punishment: “So they crucified the Diabolonians that had been a plague, a grief,
and an offence to the Town of Mansoul” (p. 135), yet another instance of a
fusion of irreligion and infection.

12 New Testament History (New York: Doubleday, 1969, repr. 1971), p. 294.

13 Michael Grant, The Jews in the Roman World (New York: Barnes & Noble,

1973; repr. 1995), p. 135.

10
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Principiate of Claudius or during the early years of Nero.”!4 This specific analogy
was not uncommon in the period, according to Bruce, who notes that the Greek
term uéed here, which literally means “plague” c;r “pest,” was “a common term of
abuse.”'5 The same term also may be translated “trouble maker” or “nuisance” in
addition to having the literal renderings.16

Thus when Claudius likens Jews to plague, the Roman emperor
unquestionably fuses contagion and false religion—but having taken this
further, some scholars have argued that this conflation may in fact refer
specifically to insurgent Jewish Christianity: “. . . [Clonfirmatory evidence [of
this possibility] has been sought by linking the emperor’s severe words
[bracketing together Christian Jews and contagion] with the language used by
Tertullus when he was conducting the Sanhedrin’s prosecution of Paul before
Felix.”'7 Given these circumstances, it seems evident that Tertullus—by
dramatically yet tersely linking Paul with péstilence—hopes to generate an
inflammatory reaction in Felix: “The accusations of Tertullus, for instance, make
no reference to’any points of Jewish law (though these were no doubt handled
in the accusations made by the Jews afterwards), but concentrate on what
would alarm the procurator.”8 Additionally, in also accusing Paul of seeking “to
profane the temple,” Tertullus underscores the pestilential threat of the

renegade ministry if “profane” is taken in the sense of “pollute.” Taken together,

14 A N. Sherwin-White, Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963), p. 51.

15 The Acts of the Apostles, p. 422.

16 Barclay M. Newman, A Concise Greek-English Dictionary of the New
Testament (London: United Bible Societies, 1971), p. 109.

17 Bruce, New Testament History, p. 294.

18 R.P.C. Hanson, The Acts in the Revised Standard Version (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 1967), p. 226.
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these expressions become powerful rhetorical inducements for Felix to act
accordingly by somehow placing the infectious threat under quarantine—even
though the Romans would not be greatly concerned with seeking prosecution
for such a particularly Jewish offence.

Unwittingly speaking to the severity of linking irreligion with infection in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in England, G. Campbell Morgan
describes the designation of Paul as “a pestilent fellow” in Acts as “in itself ...a
very serious charge,” adding that “the translation hardly carries the
offensiveness of the description.”!® Something of the gravity of this designation
in the Authorized Version does, however, emerge not only in this particular
phrase used pointedly by (and against) Bunyan, but also in general in the
widespread employment of this metaphor by such divergent authm"s as Burton,
Cleveland, Casaubon, Henry More, Butler, Milton, Thomas Edwards, Swift and
Defoe. Because of the figurative appropriateness of biblical material containing
the false religion-infection metaphor, these writers—either directly or
indirectly—vivify this analogy in the theologically turbulent period from 1621 to
1722. Such varied adaptation of biblical material is not surprising considering
that the Bible was of paramount importance among those in literate circles in
the seventeenth century, as noted by Christopher Hill: “The Bible was central to
the whole of the life of the society: we ignore it at our peril.”20

" With this in mind, biblical plague narratives, especially as rgndered in the
Authorized Version (which itself may be considered from one point of view to be

a work of seventeenth-century English literature), can be applied directly to

19 The Acts of the Apostles (New York: Fleming H. Revell, 1924), pp. 502-03.
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contemporary plague outbreaks whether the infectious diseases described in the
Bible were bubonic plague or not. For the authors throughout the 100-year
scope of this study, although Burton may have relied to a greater degree on the
Geneva Bible for an English version, the Authorized Version came to life in
identifying parallel interaction between irreligion and infection in the
seventeenth century: “More so than any other seventeenth-century disease, the
plague recalled biblical warnings of divine punishment,” observes Raymond A.
Anselment.?! More specifically, Anselment contends that “[sleventeenth-century
Englishmen understood their own suffering in terms of the pestilence the Lord
threatens to bring among the disobedient and sinful” in Deuteronomy 28 and
Leviticus 26, both of which chapters are discussed in greater detail below.22 “The
plagues of the Israelites in Numbers, the Egyptians in Exodus, and particularly
David’s subjects in Samuel were often cited as Old Testament parallels,” and
Anselment also points to the powerful relevance of the role of plague as
punishment for infidelity in Revelation.23 |

Abundant citation of pestilence by the authors of all five books of the
Pentateuch indicates that infection (more so physically. than spiritually), informs
substantially the narratives at the core of the Hebrew scriptures. Writers of the
“historical” books Joshua, I Samuel, II Samuel, II Kings and I Chronicles, imply
that false religion and contagion are fundamentally affiliated. Eighth-century

prophets Isaiah and Amos further demonstrate a decided correlation between

20 The English Bible and the Seventeenth-Century Revolution (Harmondsworth:
The Penguin Press, 1993), p. 4.

21 The Realms of Apollo: Literature and Healing in Seventeenth-Century
England (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1995), p. 96.

22 Ibid., p. 96.

23 Ibid., p. 96.
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physical and spiritual disease, and Jeremiah and Ezekiel warn more than a
century later that physical, pestilential death is the reward of idolatry, a
manifestation of spiritual infection. Habakkuk and Zechariah all also variously
employ infection metaphor in prophecies addressing theological concerns.
Although this by no means represents a complete catalogue of instances of
pestilence in the Bible, biblical plague passages cited herein warrant
consideration specifically for their profound pertinence toward an illustration of
the dynamics shared by false religion and contagion.

God’s supervisory role in engineering plague outbreaks to punish
Pharaoh in Exodus when Yahweh employs blessed, faithful followers as agents
in the transmission of pestilence. Sarah (as in Genesis 12. 17-20), Moses, and
Aaron all play parts in afflicting intransigent infidels with divinely directed
pestilence. These chosen few assume the roles of punishers, conduits of
contagion—both physical and spiritual—when viewed from the perspective of
the Egyptian targets of God’s condemnations. From the plagues of Egypt
germinate punitive afflictions that repeatedly surface throughout the Bible in
various manifestations, most notably in Revelation but also in the writings of the
Hebrew prophets and Christian missionaries. Plague is an indispensable affiliate
of religion, both in the Exodus plague passages as well as in other biblical
narratives involving pestilential outbregks:

Egypt rebelled against these divine signs to demonstrate its
hardening of the heart. . . It was only when Israel was the victim

of the conquests and the arrogance of the nations that the theme
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of the plagues was resumed as a type of punishment for the

heathens.24
With the advent of Christianity, however, such overt and direct castigation
becomes impossible: “In the universalism of the Church, this notion of the
pﬁnishment of the Gentiles could not be upheld, but the theme of the plagues
was retained as the expression of the punishment of any opposition to the
future Kingdom.”5 Plague not only plays a role in the apocalyptic judgements as
impending physical punishment, but contagion—both physical and
spiritual—explains the dynamics of religious forces contrary to the incipient
Christian mévement which, ironically, must rely on an “epidemiological”
dissemination of faith which will guarantee to believers prophylactic protection
from ultimate annihilation (Revelation 6. 7-22. 19), a process that has as its
model Pharaoh’s tenfold tribulation engineered (directly and indirectly) by
Yahweh.

By the time that Moses and Aaron plague Pharaoh and his subjects with
pestilential punishment (Exodus 7. 8-13. 16), God has already foretold the defeat
of the Egyptians. God tells Moses that it will take “a mighty hand” to convince
the king of Egypt to give the Israelites three days of liberty in the wilderness
(Exodus 3. 19). When God tells Moses, “. . . I will stretch out my hand, and smite
Egypt with all my wonders which I will do in the midst thereof: and after that he
will let you go” (Exodus 3. 20), he proclaims that the Egyptians will be literally

smitten (with contagion among other afflictions), given the seventeenth-century

24 Theirry Maertens, Bible Themes: A Source Book, II (Notre Dame, IN: Fides,

1964), p. 175.
25 Ibid., 11, 175.



etymological overlap between “plague” and “smite.”8 In a close parallel to the
plight of Milton’s Satan, Pharaoh is doomed not only to destruction by God’s
overruling omnipotence, but as well (to some extent) through Pharaoh’s free
will. Each decision Pharaoh makes to refuse the three-day pass for the Israelites
to sacrifice to Yahwehlin the wilderness, brings him closer to his predestined
ruin, just as Satan, convinced that he is acting indepeﬁdently of God’s plan, opts
for the corruption of Adam and Eve and thereby guarantees his own
destruction.

Well in advance of the confrontation between the divinely sanctioned
miracles of Moses and Aaron, and the ineffectual sorcery of Pharaoh’s wizards,
God foretells the mortal punishment that will be inflicted upon the Egyptians
and details the means by which he will appear to give Pharaoh free rein in
causing his own defeat. God himself will engender stubbornness in the heart of
the Egyptian monarch:

And the LORD said unto Moses, When thou goest to return into
Egypt, see that thou do all those wonders before Pharaoh, which I
have put in thine hand: but I will harden his heart, that he shall
not let the people go. And thou shalt say unto Pharaoh, Thus saith
t}xe LORD, Israel is my son, even my firstborn: And I say unto
thee, Let my son go, that he may serve me: and if thou refuse to
let him go, behold, I will slay thy son, even thy firstborn. (Exodus

4.21-23)

26 The primary definition of the English “plague” derives from the Latin plaga,
which in turn means “stroke,” “blow,” or “wound.” The Latin plaga in turn is
derived directly from the Doric Greek plaga, which also translates as “stroke” or
“blow,” according to the Oxford English Dictionary.
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Thus God reveals that he will guarantee that Pharaoh will delude himself into
believing that he determines his own fate.

Naturally suspicious of an Israelite ruse to flee his tyrannical rule,
Pharaoh, worshipped as a deity himself by the Egyptians, refuses the request of
Moses and Aaron on the basis that he did not recognize “the LORD God of
Israel” (Exodus 5. 1). Attempting further to gain a favourable response, Moses
and Aaron flash the threat of pestilential scourge in front of the Pharaoh—not,
however, necessarily identifying the monarch as the intended victim.
Foreshadowing Pharaoh’s coming afflictions, Moses and Aaron tell him that they
must be permitted to perform the sacrifice in the desert, “. . . lest he fall upon us
with pestilence, or with 1‘:he sword” (Exodus 5. 3). Their words of warning prove
valid: the use of the non-speciﬁc but collective pronoun “us” in referring to
potential plague victims could refer to the Israelites, but it instead may point to
the Egyptians themselves. Yahweh's ultimate superintendence of the fatally
infective chain of events is further demonstrated with the withholding of a
vitally crucial detail: Pharaoh, specifically, is the intended sufferer, but he is not
explicitly told 80, by design.

As Yahweh has decreed, Pharaoh makes the fatal error of dismissing the
Israelites’ claim of their deity’s ability to smite with plague. From historical
experience, Pharaoh should have known of God’s (and Sarah’s) plague of one of
his ancestors (Genesis 12. 17-20), and he should have chosen to learn a lesson
from the past. Instead, Pharaoh responds by sending the Israelites back to slave
labour made even more unbearable with an intentional hardening—much as his
own heart will be stiffened—of working conditions (Exodus 5. 4). Beset with

pleas from Moses and Aaron for permission to feast in the wilderness, Pharaoh
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seems to have had ample opportunity for averting the impending divine
affliction. With each request for leave to honour Yahweh, Pharaoh—deified
himself but not an expert in foreign theology—disdainfully professes to have no
knowledge of God, yet God’s demonstration of his potency makes himself
known to Pharaoh (more so than Pharaoh would have preferred), by causing
the Egyptian ruler’s demise. |

Pharaoh’s religion rivals Yahweh’s and threatens via influence the
stability of the Hebrew sect’s religious body much as a physical contagion would
infect or taint any other inviolate entity. Pestilential punishment plays a pivotal
role in this battle of beliefs and their respective capacities for being infectious
themselves; in a sense, plague of a physicé.l nature is employed to quash a
potential contagion of unbelief. This circle of punishment by plague is especially
vicious because Yahweh on the one hand demands that the Hebrew captives be
given liberty and on the other ensures that Pharaoh becomes more obdurate
and stubborn in his successive refusals. Milton’s God permits Satan to extricate
himself from the burning lake, leaving him “at large to his own dark designs,”
which in the long term will “bring forth/Infinite goodness” (I. 209-20).

When the plague of boils afflicts especially Pharaoh’s magicians,
infectious rivals themselves of Yahweh’s followers, the Egyptians are infected
unwillingly by the privileged religion. In this, one of the recurrent models of
plague representation in the Old Testament, followers of false idols or gods are
afflicted with contagion. Often the supreme and mortal condemnation is
assigned by God to display vividly the full impact of his retributive capability.
Although “the magicians could not stand before Moses because of the boils; for

the boil was upon the magicians, and upon all the Egyptians” (Exodus 9. 11), the



reason for the sorcerers’ withdrawal is not entirely clear. One explanation is
that the vanquished magicians undergo so much suffering that they are
rendered powerless. Much of Yahweh’s efficacy lies in his ability to target
selected individuals with infectious punishment, and his potency derives from
selectively dispensing the capacity to see his “signs and wonders” as indisputable
evidence of his supremacy. Not having such a divinely sent blessing proves fatal
for Pharaoh: “Thus God himself withheld from Pharaoh the ability to recognize
the divine meaning of these plagues, so that in the end that meaning might be
given with absolute plainness for all to see.”2? With the removal of the sorcerers,
the Israelites are assured of an aseptic environment on a physical level, but
perhaps as well in a spiritual sense. With the excision of Pharaoh’s priests, the
chance for falling under the spell of their misguided belief is eliminated. This
same notion of developing insulation against the infection of foreign religion
surfaces explicitly in Paul’s letters in the New Testament, wherein one must
keep a distance from false prophets or idolaters to avoid the temptation to yield
to their doctrinal influence.

Infectious affliction continually hangs over the heads of the Israelites as
an ever-present threat of punishment for, among other transgressions,
numbering the population—the presumptuous equivalent of “usurping God’s
authority by seeking . .. comprehensive knowledge.”8 Deviating from common
practice, Yahweh sanctions a census by issuing an edict to Moses that he
register the populatioxi and solicit a ransom payment from each of the adult

Israelites, so “that there be no plague among them, when thou numberest them

27Ronald E. Clements, The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English
Bible: Exodus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), p. 41.
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(Exodus 30. 12). Normally, as in I Chronicles 21 and II Samuel 24, numbering
the population is prohibited on penalty of infliction of death by pestilence.
Prophylactic protection from infectious castigation is in the Exodus episode both
ensured and in a literal sense insured by payment of a form of tax.

Idolatry, a more pronounced strain of faithlessness than seeking
forbidden knowledge, is often depicted as an evil just as infectious as a physical
plague epidemic, and it invariably has comparably lethal consequences in Old
Testament scripture, such as when Yahweh informs Moses while on the
mountain at Sinai that his fellow Israelites at its base “have corrupted
themselves” (Exodus 32. 7) by revering, under the direction of Aaron, a golden
calf recast from jewellery. Whether the capricious calf-worshippers are fatally
infected by plague or some lesser affliction, is unclear from the structure of the
narrative, but what is apparent is that those who backslide into calf worshipping
are literally punished with their religion: Moses reduces the statue to powder,
mixes it with water, and forces the unfaithful to “drink of i¢” (Exodus 32. 20). By
this means, “the LORD plagued the people, because they made the calf, which
Aaron made” (Exodus 32. 35).

The other two golden calves of the Bible, those commissioned at Dan and
Bethel by the idolatrous king Jeroboam I, also are intended, as is the golden calf
of Exodus 32, to be metonymical manifestations of apostasy, and to foretell of
the inevitably ensuing destruction. Ironically, “Aaron’s and Jeroboam’s calves

are symbols of Yahweh,”29 and it is just such attempted reverence that demands

28 Ibid., p. 194.
29 William H. Propp, “Golden Calf,” in The Oxford Companwn to the Bible, ed. by

Bruce M. Metzger and Michael D. Coogan (New York: Oxford University Press,
1993), p. 257.
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purifying retribution, literally through plague in Exodus aﬁd figuratively
through the excision of the idolatrous altar at Bethel (I Kings 13. 5), a sign of
Jeroboam’s eventual demise (I Kings 14). Just as casting one of Israel’s
matriarchs Sarah as somehow corrupted raises questions, so does portraying
Aaron, the first chief priest, as inclined to idolatry: “The important question of
Aaron’s role in the episode of the golden calf. . . is problematic. The incident is
almost certainly told with the sanctuaries in mind established by Jeroboam I at
Bethel and Dan in the nerthern kingdom of Israel.”30

Joining many othei' Bible scholars, Aelred Cody observes that Aaron’s
involvement in the worship of the golden calf is meant to evoke responses to
Jeroboam’s idolatry although the latter follows the former historically.3! The
Exodus golden calf narrative is also linked by Otto Eissfeldt with that of I Kings,
wherein condemnation of Israel’s Jeroboam I comes from the south, via “a man
of God out of Judah” (I Kings 13. 1).32 Both narratives have prophetic elements:
in Exodus 32. 34, Yahweh threatens idolaters in the context of the golden calf
worship episode to “visit their sin upon them,” a characteristic which Eissfeldt
identifies as evidence that both narratives can be attributed to the same
source.33 In either case, Israel’s defeat at the hands of the Assyrians who

captured Samaria is anticipated in both golden calf narratives, making the literal

30 Aelred Cody, “Aaron,” in The Oxford Companion to the Bible, p. 3.

811bid., p. 3.

32 The Old Testament: An Introduction, trans. by Peter R. Ackroyd (New York:
Harper and Row, 1965), p. 204.

33 “The only question,” Eissfeldt states, “is whether the E narrative of [Exodus
32] which ends with this terrible threat [Exodus 32.34] was written before or
after the disaster of 721; i.e., whether it is a real threat like the words of Amos
[8.2]...or whether it is a vaticinium ex eventu which is designed to make the
disaster which has already taken place intelligible in retrospect and to explain it
in terms of the worship of the calf-image” (pp. 202-03).
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plague of Exodus 32 related to the conquest affliction of II Kings 15. 13-31, also
further foreshadowed possibly in the language of the prophecy made against
Jeroboam I: “For the LORD shall smite Israel” (I Kings 14. 15). Use of this verb,
which has affinity with “plague,” further supports the argument, at least within
the Authorized Version, of a contagious connection between the narratives.
False religion, represented .by the golden calf, infected its believers, and
plague and religion are again interwoven one with another. At the height of
another religious conflict of a much later period, William Tyndale, in the
marginalié of his Old Testament translation of circa 1530, takes advantage of
the wording of the above verse to target Catholicism, for him the corrupt,
infectious religion, as quoted by F.F. Bruce: “Against Exodus 32:35, where we
read of the pestilence that broke out among the Israelites after their worship of
the golden calf, he remarks: “The Pope’s bull slayeth more than Aaron’s calf.™34
As much as Tyndale lashed out at Catholicism, he and other followers of
Lutheranism were vilified, especially by St Thomas More, who equated
Protestantism to deadly contagion in the title page of his A Dialogue Concerning
Heresies (1531), in which he “treatyd dyuers maters, as of the veneracyon &
worshyp of ymagys & relyques, prayng to sayntis and goynge on pylgrymage.
Wyth many other thyngys touchyng the pestylent secte of Luther & Tyndale, by
the tone bygone in Saxony & by the tother laboryd to be brought in to
England.”5 More is a Catholic apologist especially in the sense of being defender

of the faith, here mustering a spiritual quarantine from the theological threat.

34 Quoted in History of the Bible in English, 3rd edn (New York Oxford -
University Press, 1978), p. 42. -

35 The Complete Works of St Thomas More, ed. by Thomas M.C. Lawler and
others, VI (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1981), p. 3.
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Yahweh repeatedly threatens to punish idolaters by afflicting them with
deadly physical infection, which paradoxically serves to eliminate the spiritual
contagion of infidelity, a process reinforced in Leviticus as well:

And if ye will not be reformed by me by these things, but will walk
contrary unto me; Then will I also walk contrary unto you, and
will punish you yet seven times for your sins. And I will bring a
sword upon you, that shall avenge the quarrel of my covenant:
and when ye are gathered together within your cities, I will send
the pestilence among you; and ye shall be delivered into the hand
of the enemy. (Leviticus 26. 23-25)
If the Israelites deviate from the true religion by breaking the agreement to
follow Yahweh'’s laws, infectious decimation is the inevitable consequence.36
Avoidance of pestilential punishment in Numbers 8 echoes Exodus 12 in that
plague and the firsthorn are again involved, but with a reversal: whereas the
firstborn in Exodus are marked for death by pestilence, God designates the
Levites in Numbers—in lieu of the chosen firstborn—to be his sanctified, exalted
members of the priesthood. They in a sense are insurance against the threat of
epidemic punishment:
And I have given the Levites as a gift to Aaron and to his sons
from among the children of Israel, to do the service of the children
of Israel in the tabernacle of the congregation, and to make an

atonement for the children of Israel: that there be no plague

36 Something of a parallel situation may be seen in Bunyan’s The Holy War.
After Prince Emmanuel warns Mansoul that additional ministers are needed to
“publickly Preach to the Corporation both good and wholsome Doctrine,”
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among the children of Israel, when the children of Israel come
nigh unto the sanctuary. (Numbers 8. 19)
Religion, metonymically represented by the sanctuary, is protected in
prophylactic fashion from contamination, whether physical or spiritual. The
Levites provide another level of protection against infection of the Yahwist
religion, guarding against a recrudescence of worship of the rival Canaanite
deities.

Control measures against apostasy of another sort are taken when
Yahweh quashes a spell of potentially disruptive prophesying—a particularly
contagious activity throughout history—by bringing a plague among the
ravenous Israelites who had been wandering with only manna for sustenance
(Numbers 11). When Eldad and Medad begin foretelling the future rather than
attending the gathering of the elders around the tabernacle, Moses is unfazed,
wishing that all were as zealous as the pair of prophets (Numbers 11, 26-29).
However, Yahweh ushers in a wind (ruah) which brings with it flocks of quail in
lanswer to the complaints of the famished followers of Moses (Numbers 11. 31).
As the Israelites feast on the fowl, “the wrath of the LORD was kindled against
the people, and the LORD smote the people with a very great plague” (Numbers
11. 33).37 Such prophesyihg, while it may not directly cause God’s wrath

(soothsaying here was seen as a gift bestowed upon the two elders), “probably

wandering thoughts and backsliding lead to “a great sickness in the Town of
Mansoul; and most of the inhabitants were greatly afflicted” (pp. 145, 158).

87 Clearly God’s infliction of pestilence can be regarded as a judgement for an
offence, but whether those gorging themselves are penalized for the
prophesying of Eldad and Medad, or the murmuring of the masses, is not '
evident. ' '
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shows Canaanite influence,”8 a force potentially infectious and hazardous to
Yahwism. Notably, James S. Ackerman herein recognizes a connection between
prophecy and contagion: “Just as YHWH has plagued the people with quails
through the ruah, so also the ruah brings the incapacitating plague of ecstatic
prophecy.”3? Again a literal plague follows upon a figurative contaminatory
threat to the sanctioned faith.

Similarly, death by pestilence is the promised result of lack of faith in
Yahweh for the disgruntled Israelites who doubt his ability to deliver Canaan
into their possession. Despite impassioned declarations by Caleb and Joshua that
the domain apportioned by God “is an exceeding good land” (Numbers 14. 6-9),
scepticism of their mission among the tribes spreads as if by contagion. Unhappy
with this irresolution of the exiles, Yahweh announces that he will extirpate the
faithless followers (Numbers 14. 11-12). Caleb and Joshua (and their
descendants), however, are spared the fatal affliction and willed the stipulated
territory for their steadfast faith in God’s providence (Numbers 14. 24-30).
Appropriately, Yahweh singles out and passes execution upon those scouts who
brought back with them the disease of dissension over the prospect of securing
the promised land: “And the men, which Moses sent to search the land, who
returned, and made all the congregation to murmur against him, by bringing up
a slander upon the land, Even those men that did bring up the evil report upon

the land, died by the plague before the LORD” (Numbers 14. 36-37). Those who

38 Herbert G. May and Bruce M. Metzgér, eds., The Holy Bible, Revised
Standard Version (New York: Oxford University Press, 1962; repr. 1973), p. 178

n.
39 “Numbers,” in The Literary Guide to the Bible, ed. by Robert Alter and Frank

Kermode (London: Collins, 1987), p. 81.



spread doctrinal distemper on one hand are excised by literal pestilence on the
other.

Paralleling the plight of Milton’s Satan and his factious band, Korah and
his relations are exterminated for rebelling against Moses and Aaron (Numbers
16. 1-33). Those innocent of the rebellious murmurings are warned beforehand
to remove themselves from the vicinity of the tents of Korah and fellow
conspirators Dathan and Abiram. Moses again proclaims that such dissension
poses an infectious threat to the congregation: “Depart, I pray you, from the
tents of these wicked men, and touch nothing of their’s, lest ye be consumed in
all their sins” (Numbers 16. 26). Presently those guilty of the offence and their
families are buried alive (Numbers 16. 30-33), and subsequently the narrative
development intensifies at a remarkable pace: in the span of some 15 verses, 250
of Korah's tribe are incinerated when “there came out a fire from the LORD”
(Numbers 16. 35).40 The next day, hordes in the remaining camp again murmur
against Moses and Aanon, prompting a vision of Yahweh in the form of a cloud
(Numbers 16. 41-42). God warns the brothers to stand clear of the congregation,
whereupon Moses announces to Aaron that “the plague is begun” (Numbers 16.
45-46). Aaron boldly carries a burning censer through the crowd of infected
Israelites already suffering the plague’s effects, in order to make “atonement for
the people” (Numbers 16. 47). Aaron’s intervention as deputy of Moses (and
thereby of God), establishes a cordon sanitaire between the dead and the living,
stays the plague, and halts further death from the disease—but not before it

claims 14,700 victims of the assembly (Numbers 16. 48-49). Significantly, Aaron,
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who is acting as Yahweh’s authorized agent, halts the plague as suddenly as it
was begun (Numbers 16. 50).

Marriage unions—specifically those involving infidel wives—cause deadly
plagues among erstwhile followers of Yahweh, whose eminence is threatened
by seductive female Baal worshippers from surrounding Moab and Midian who
lead Israelite men while still en route to Canaan to “commit whoredom” with
them (Numbers 25. 1). It is at this stage of the journey that the Israelites
undergo their first exposure to the Canaanite faith—through sexual activity
which ostensibly contributed to maintaining fertility of the soil :

Sacred prostitution was. . . part of normal Canaanite worship.

This was later to prove a major threat to the integrity of Israel’s

allegiance to YHWH, but here it would seem that the Israelites

first encountered the sensuous and demoralising practices of

Canaanite religion before actually setting foot on Canaanite soil.4!
Worse than simply involving themselves in sexual liaisons with the Moabite
women, the Israelite men allow themselves to be lured into the worship of their
rival idols, and consequently, “Israel [joins] himself unto Baal-peor: and the
anger of the LORD [is] kindled against Israel” (Numbers 25. 2-3).

Because the Moabite women seem to be drawing God’s followers
elsewhere, drastic measures must be taken to check the dissolution and possible
demise of Israel’s religion. Toward that end, Moses commands the execution of

“every one of his men that were joined unto Baal-peor” (Numbers 25. 5). William

40 This passage is handily applied by the Presbyterian minister Thomas Vincent
in God’s Terrible Voice in the City (1667) to the 1665 plague and the 1666 fire in
London.
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Neil’s assessment of this severe remedy supports the proposition that
monotheism was in danger of being fatally corrupted: “The violence of Moses’
reaction is a measure of his horror at this perilous development,” which would
have been “the first step to the Israelites’ faith becoming indistinguishable in all
other respects from the polytheism that surrounded them.”2

Given that the Israelite congregation is especially vulnerable to outside
influence (as in Numbers 16 discussed above), Moses’s rage seems justified after
witnessing the disloyal Israelite Zimri bring “unto his brethren a Midianitish
woman [Cozbi} in the sight of Moses, and in the sight of all the congregation of
the children of Israel” (Numbers 25. 6). Not only is sexual involvement with
Moabite women forbidden, but Zimri’s marriage to an equally foreign Midianite
woman is equally heinous in the eyes of Yahweh—if not more so. In carrying on
a tradition begun by his grandfather Aaron, Phinehas interrupts another
plague—this one more deadly than that of Numbers 16)—when he slays Zimri
and wife Cozbi, daughter of a Midianite prince. Phinehas zealously transfixes the
couple by running them through with a javelin (Numbers 25. 7-8), effecting a
curtailment of any further contamination of the faithful population, and the
cessation of the plague that killed 24,000 among the “children of Israel”
(Numbers 25. 8-11). Joshua reinforces the association between irreligion and
pestilence by referring to this outbreak of apostasy as “the iniquity of Peor” for
which “there was a plague in the congregation of the LORD” (Joshua 22. 17).

Moses clearly blames the Midianite women for causing the plague

outbreak just as the writer of Numbers 25. 16-18 directs the blame for all of

41 William Neil, Harper’s Bible Commentary (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), p.
128,
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what transpires in Numbers 25. 1-15 on the Midianites and none on the
Moabites of Numbers 25. 1-5:
And the LORD spake unto Moses, saying, Vex the Midianites, and
smite them: For they vex you with their wiles, wherewith they
have beguiled you in the matter of Peor, and in the matter of
Cozbi, the daughter of a prince of Midian, their sister, which was
slain in the day of the plague for Peor’s sake. (Numbers 25. 16-18)
In fact, this passage, deemed “a late editorial note,”3 foreshadows Numbers 31,
wherein Moses, under command from Yahweh, issues orders to destroy the
Midianites (Numbers 31. 2-3). However, initially the Israelites execute only the
men and spare the women and children (Numbers 31. 7).
Not having yet learned to follow the letter of the law and thereby benefit
from Yahweh’s protection, the Israelites relapse into disobedience in the form of
sympathy for female survivors and their dependants—and they suffer the
consequences. This unwarranted benevolence prompts an outburst of wrath on
the part of Moses, directed at the Israelite captains:
And Moses said unto them, Have ye saved all the women alive?
Behold, these caused the children of Israel, through the counsel of
Balaam, to commit trespass against the LORD in the matter of
Peor, and there was a plague among the congregation of the
LORD (Numbers 31. 15-16).

Baalism, as Ackerman observes, has the potential to spread, as would an

infectious disease, from the foreign remnant to the Israelites: “. . . Moses is

42 Ibid., p. 128.



angry that the women and children have been spared, fearing that Baal Peor
will break out again.”4 Therefore, Moses orders the tribal leaders to “kill every
male among the little ones, and kill every woman that hath known man by lying
with him” (Numbers 31. 17), sparing the “uncontaminated” Midianite
women—the virgins.

Presumably such “leniency” is granted for spurring needed population
growth, but its motivation could more than anything else derive from the sexual
demands of the Israelite men. In any event, protection of the established religion
again is sustained via prophylaxis against a potentially harmful influence within
it—in this case the rumblings of the tribes of Reuben and Gad (and part of the
tribe of Manasseh), against settling land west of the Jordan River. Such
infectious dissension, which would result in diminished military power through a
reduction in the ranks, threatens to spread by word of mouth. When the
members of the two tribes seek priestly approval for immediate settlement,
Moses admonishes them for their rebellious inclinations (Numbers 32. 2-15).
Intertextuality serves Moses to remind the tribal leaders that such dissonance
has already prompted Yahweh into invoking pestilential punishment (Numbers
14.1-10).

Establishing a direct link between the worship of false gods and physical
infection, Yahweh promises freedom from affliction for his people, and
concomitant suffering for infidels via physical infection—if his conditions are
met: “And the LORD will take away from thee all sickness, and will put none of

the evil diseases of Egypt, which thou knowest, upon thee; but will lay them

43 John Sturdy, The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible:
Numbers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), p. 185.
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upon all them that hate thee” (Deuteronomy 7. 15). Anthony Phillips describes
the stipulatory nature of Yahweh’s contractual disease-control agreement:
“While God would not allow his people to contract the vile diseases of Egypt,
their immunity remained conditional on their giving him their life allegiance™5
In the same series of commands, Yahweh dictates that false prophets who
espouse the worship of “other gods, which thou has not known” (Deuteronomy
13. 2), must be summarily executed to prevent contamination of the minds of
the dutiful followers: “You shall not listen to the words of that prophet or that
dreamer of dreams, for the LORD your God is testing you to know whether you
love the LORD your God with all your heart and all your soul” (Deuteronomy
13. 3).
In invoking a preventive measure that rings of quarantine from physical
infection, God demands extermination of the source of the contagion:
And that prophet, or that dreamer of dreams, shall be put to
death; because he hath spoken to turn you away from the LORD
your God, which brought you out of the land of Egypt, and
redeemed ybu out of the house of bondage, to thrust thee out of
the way which the LORD thy God commanded thee to walk in. So
shalt thou put the evil away from the midst of thee.
(Deuteronomy 13. 5)
Execution of the false prophet is required even if this infectious seducer is one’s
brother, son, daughter, or wife, each of whom has the potential to foreshadow

the rebellious tempter typified by Milton’s Satan and “entice thee secretly,

4N umbers,” in the Oxford Companion to the Bible, p. 89.



saying, Let us go and serve other gods, which thou has not known, thou, nor thy
fathers” (Deuteronomy 13. 6). Phillips notes that such a drastic measure
punishes the wicked violator: “Only through the death of the offender could the
community cleanse itself from the pollution of his act. Thus the execution acted
as a means of propitiating God™6—or Apollo as in the case of the Sophocles
tragedy Oedipus Rex, wherein punishments suggested for Oedipus—the
infectious agent of Thebes—are death or exile. In Deuteronomy, the extreme
measure of killing the spiritual offender eliminates the source of the physical
infection.

Yahweh promises both blessings for followers of his moral laws and
curses for those who fall astray from his edicts. Given that “for the
deuteronomists the first comnmandment guaranteeing Israel’s exclusive
allegiance to her God had virtually become the sole criterion of covenant
obedience,™7 it is not surprising that apostasy should bring catastrophic
pestilence, one of the principal curses: “The LORD shall make the pestilence
cleave unto thee, until he have consumed thee from off the land, whither thou
goest to possess it” (Deuteronomy 28. 21). In this case, plague paradoxically
serves as its own vehicle for quarantine; unbelievers are banished permanently
through extermination, and none lives to “infect” other potential backsliders.
Heightening the severity of his condemnation of apostasy, Yahweh (through
Moses) not only promises punishment through the affliction of “plagues

wonderful. . . even great plagues, and of long continuance” (Deuteronomy 28.

45 The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible: Deuteronomy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), p. 61.

46 Ibid., p. 95.

47 Ibid., p. 190.
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59), but he also implements a lex talionis by infecting dissenters with that very
strain of pestilence with which he doomed the Israelites’ original antagonists:
“Moreover he will bring upon thee all the diseasesbof Egypt, which thou wast
afraid of; and they shall cleave unto thee” (Deuteronomy 28. 60).

By way of admonition, Yahweh reminds post-exilic Israel that he has
condemned the earlier generation of idolaters as well as their descendants to
“the plagues of that land, and the sicknesses which the LORD hath laid upon it”
(Deuteronomy 29. 22). In this instance, “plagues of that land” can be equated
with the aberrant systems of belief manifested in those individuals who
personify proscribed religions, and again Yahweh claims for himself the power
to assign outbreaks of pestilence at will. Expulsion much in the manner of
protective quarantine is stipulated for carriers of the deadly contagion of
apostasy: “And the LORD rooted them out of their land in anger, and wrath, and
in great indignation, and cast them into another land, as it is this day”
(Deuteronomy 29. 28).

Just as powerfully linking plague and religion as when physical infection
springs from worship of the golden calf in Exodus, the ark of the covenant,
regarded heretically by the Philistines in 1 Samuel as an Israelite idol, leaves
deadly infection in its wake wherever it is carried. When the Philistines gain
possession of the wooden chest after defeating the Israelites (I Samuel 4. 10),
plague breaks out among them, prompting an equation of the ark with Yahweh.
Previously, the Israelites had led themselves astray by worshipping the
ark—described by Neil as “a sacred talisman™8—rather than the LORD.

Nonetheless, giving the wooden chest undue reverence proves to be a far more



mortal mistake for the inhabitants of Philistia when they are “plagued” with
Yahwism. Much in the same way that Pharaoh’s sorcery is bested by Yahweh'’s
thaumaturgy in Egypt, Dagon, the male corn god of the Philistines, is
vanquished by the more pestilentially powerful Israelite deity.
After the Philistines bring the ark into the temple of Dagon at Ashdod,

Dagon collapses and crumbles on the ground twice in as many days, signifying
his defeat (I Samuel 5. 3-4). Infection—most likely bubonic
plague—simultaneously spreads in Ashdod and environs after the introduction
of the representation of the “foreign” Yahweh:

But the hand of the LORD was heavy upon them of Ashdod, and

he destroyed them, and smote them with emerods, even Ashdod

and the coasts thereof. And when the men of Ashdod saw that it

was s0, they said, The ark of the God of Israel shall not abide with

us: for his hand is sore upon us, and upon Dagon our god. (I

. Samuel 5. 6-7)

The same pattern of punishment by plague follows wherever the ark is shifted,
adding to the argument that the disorder described is bubonic plague: “ . . the
rapid spread of the disease through Philistia and later into the Judaean area
would fit this well.”49 Upon sending the ark to Gath, plague attacks the
residents of that city (I Samuei 5.9), and after its transfer to Ekron, those
Philistines decide to return it to Israel after suffering cpntagious affliction

themselves (I Samuel 5. 10). Although “the overthrow of the alien god” and “the

48 Harper’s Bible Commentary, p. 167.

49 Peter R. Ackroyd, The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English
Bible: The First Book of Samuel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1971), p. 56.
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plaguing of the Philistines with disease” are “two separate elements,”® Dagon’s
demise and Philistia’s plagues are nonetheless different manifestations of the
same phenomenon.

Further underscoring a connection between plague and religion, the
Philistines craft gold tumours (or boils) to accompany the ark on its return
voyage, a “trespass-offering” to appease Yahweh (I Samuel 6. 17). In this course
of action, the Philistines ironically designate plague as an entity deserving of
worship in the forms of the golden images—*“infectious” idols that conceivably
could be worshipped as any other god. Neil, in his description of the use of the
golden swellings, labels the activity “imitative magic supposed to neutralise the
plague.”5! With the return of the ark to the Israelites at Kirjath-jearim, they
realize that “its loss and their defeat were due to their pagan practices.”2 Being
guilty of nothing more flagitious than displaying worshipful sentiments toward
the ark—only a symbol of Yahweh and much less malignant than any made of a
rival deity—the Israelites avoid the death sentence, and are rehabilitated in
having witnessed plague outbreaks among their enemies for the same crime.
Yahweh’s followers see firsthand thaf the infidels are infected, literally, with
(and by) false religion.

Lack of faith in Yahweh, manifested in David’s sinful desire to number
the residents of Israel, results in the swift dispatch of 70,000 citizens in a divinely
directed plague epidemic. In keeping with other disciplinary actions, Yahweh
paradoxically provides the impetus for the commission of the sin and its

concomitant judgement: “And again the anger of the LORD was kindled against

50 1bid., p. 54.
51 Harper’s Bible Commentary, p. 167. -
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Israel, and he moved David against them to say, Go, number Israel and Judah”
(II Samuel 24. 1). Ironically, the number of victims is as specific as the original
census: 800,000 in Israel and 500,000 in Judah (II Samuel 24. 2). Although David
repents of his presumptuous polling before Yehweh inflicts punishment, the
chain of events leading to the punitive pestilence outbreak is set in motion as
soon as David’s seer Gad informs the king that he only has three choices:
famine, war or pestilence (II Samuel 24. 10-13).

- Opting for three days of plague instead of famine or war, David chooses
to surrender himself to a higher authority regardless of the consequences (II
Samuel 24. 14). Such concession signifies restored faith on the part of David, yet
the sentence is implemented swiftly and surely anyway (II Samuel 24. 15).
When the death toll of 70,000 is reached, God stays the hand of his murderous
evil angel (a mal’ak) stationed at the Jebusite’s threshing floor and abates the
plague (II Samuel 24. 15-16). Another fusion between infection and irreligion is
established in the aftermath: David is ordered to erect an altar to Yahweh at the
source of the angel’s destruction, the threshing floor, and once it is, plague is
providentially eliminated and seemingly worshipped in its own right (Il Samuel
24. 18-25). The locus of the deadly infection is transformed into a hallowed
centre of worship.53

The revisionist account ascribed by some scholars to Ezra in I Chronicles

of the plague sent to punish David’s census-taking differs in that Satan himself

“stood up against Israel, and provoked David to number Israel” (I Chronicles 21.

52 Ibid., p. 167.

53 Ackroyd perceptively describes this paradox: “The story of the threshing floor
is linked then to another disaster, a ‘plague’, and it is only with the offering of
worship on the designated site that this is withdrawn,” in The Cambridge Bible
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1), a modification from II Samuel 24. 1 mentioned above in which Yahweh
provokes David to count heads in Israel and Judah. R.J. Coggins explains that
the author of I Chronicles “felt able to modify a part of the text of his source
which presented unacceptable modes of speaking about Israel’s past,” and “was
aware of the obvious theological difficulties presented by such a statement and
modified it.”54

False religion is associated with contagion throughout Psalms, such as
when one author describes a self-imposed cordon sanitaire erected to forfend
potentially infectious idolatry: “I have not sat with vain persons, neither will I go
in with dissemblers. I have hated the congregation of evil doers; and will not sit
with the wicked” (Psalm 26. 4-5). Such spiritual separatism has a physical
application such as when the threat of biological contagion, in this case
presumably tha't of leprosy, is acknowledged: “My loved ones stand aloof from
my sore; and my kinsmen stand afar off” (Psalm 38. 11). Although the former
passage describes voluntary doctrinal prophylaxis, the latter depicts the
emotional torment endured when obligated to submit to physical quarantine for
the safety of others. Even easing the suffering of others can ironically render
the comforter stricken with deadly infection: “An evil disease . . . cleaveth fast
unto him” (Psalm 41. 8). The New English Bible translates “evil disease” as “an

evil spell,” but J.W. Rogerson and J.W. McKay translate the Hebrew expression

Commentary on the New English Bible: The Second Book of Samuel
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), p. 236.

54 The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible: The First and
Second Books of the Chronicles (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 197 6),

p. 107.
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as “a thing (or word) of Belial,"™> an expression often used in the Old Testament
“to characterize the wicked or worthless, such as idolaters . . . ”56

Religious prophylaxis (literally) informs Psalm 91, which is cited by the
narrator of Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year in support of his providential
decision not to flee plague-stricken London: . . . the LORD. .. is my refuge and
my fortress” (Psalms 91. 2), and such a sanctuary is secure quarantine from “the
snare of the fowler, and from the noisome pestilence” of the following verse
(Psalm 91. 3). Trust and faith in Yahweh (accompanied by an implicit rejection of
false gods), translate into deliverance from the threat of plague, yoking
adherence to the sanctioned religion and quarantine from physical contagion
and the figurative infection of rival beliefs: “Thou shalt not be afraid for the
terror by night; nor for the arrow that flieth by day; Nor for the pestilence that
walketh in darkness; nor for the destruction that wasteth at noonday. (Psalm
91. 5-6). Given that this plague that invisibly spreads has been identified as
“demonic or magical forces in whose power Israelites believed,”™7 pestilence is
again fused with spiritual waywardness. The message that quarantine against
infectious influence is guaranteed is reinforced: “There shall no evil befall thee,
neither shall any plague come nigh thy dwelling. For he shall give his angels
charge over thee, to keep thee in all thy ways. (Psalm 91. 10-11). Just such
afflictions as mentioned in these verses are swiftly visited upon backsliders as
punishment for the worship of false gods, again coupling pestilence and

apostasy. A shield from infection is guaranteed when Defoe’s narrator H.F. is

56 The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible: Psalms 1-50
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), p. 198.
56 Michael D. Coogan, “Belial,” in The Oxford Companion to the Bible, p. 77.



assured of “the Goodness and Protection of the Almighty . . . ™58 Whereas angels
of the LORD can lay waste to a population by inflicting plague (I Chronicles 21.
| 12), virtuous angels can ensure insulation from epidemic danger.

The propitious plagues of Egypt are recounted in Psalm 105, a catalogue
of Yahweh’s wondrous works along the Nile: “Remember his marvellous works
that he hath done; his wonders, and the judgements of his mouth” (Psalm 105.
5), serves as a reminder of “. . . God’s power, especially in events such as the
plagues . .. 59 The destructive horror of pestilence is more dynamically
described in Psalm 106, a list of Israel’s failures that result from disobedience of
God’s laws. Whereas Psalm 105 is “an account of the history of Israel in which all
the stress is placed on God’s faithfulness to his people,” Psalm 106 is “the history
... presented to show the people’s unfaithfulness to God.”60 Indirectly, this lyric
serves to illustrate the pervasiveness of plague as punishment for religious
misdeeds: at least three of the seven specified sins in the chapter involve the
outbreak of pestilence. Reference is made to unbelief and murmuring at the Red
Sea after Yahweh’s display of plagues freed the Israelites (Psalms 106. 6-12;
Exodus 12, 14); the worship of the golden calf, the idol whose worship is
contiguous with contagion (Psalms 106. 19-23; Exodus 32); and participation in

Moabite worship that leads to an outbreak of plague (Psalm 106. 28-31; Numbers

25).

57 Rogerson and McKay, The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English
Bible: Psalms 101-150 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), p. 205.

88 A Journal of the Plague Year, ed. by Louis Landa (London: Oxford University
Press, 1969), p. 13.

59 Rogerson and McKay, Psalms 101-150, p. 36.

60 Ibid., p. 40.
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Throughout the books of the Hebrew prophets, false prognostication begs
comparison with pestilence. When prophetic words pass from a prophet to his
listeners, his message has the potential to spread epidemiologically. False
prophets lure believers outside of the bounds of protective orthodoxy; on the
other hand, true prophets seek to prevent malleable followers from straying
from their proper course. Conversely, rightful prophetic denunciation of
opulence and complacency threatens the superficially faithful establishment as
would a malevolent contagion, and while material success traditionally signals
God'’s favour, the prophet views concomitant disbelief and snobbery as
contagions which, if sufficiently diffused, will leave God no alternative other
than to seek the extinction of their agents. Often, paradoxically, God achieves
prophylactic protection by inflicting pestilential punishment on hypocritical
Israelites who follow the letter—but not the spirit—of ritual and ceremony.

Naturally, materially fortunate Israelites would have difficulty accepting
a destabilizing revelation from prophets who may be seen as the equivalent of
Puritanical zealots. In this sense, the soothsaying of Amos creates a binary
opposition between himself and the assiduously fastidious Yahweh worshippers
among the upper class in Israel who revel in material success and bypass sociai
conscience. While Amos calls for adherence to traditional Yahweh worship to
the exclusion of any trace of Canaanite influence in Israel, Hosea seems to allow
for an incorporation of some elements of Baal worship—clearly, however,
barring any trace of debased sexual fertility rituals.6! In the first three chapters

of Hosea, the prophet relates ordeals he has suffered because of his adulterous
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wife and family, and whether this prologue is literal or figurative or some
combination of the two, it points to the key argument that the first of the minor
prophets makes against idolatry in the rest of the book.
For Hosea, sexual abandon countenanced in the guise of fertility rituals
integral to Baalism, is infidelity in the eyes of Yahweh: “This rival religion
provided sexual activity as part of its ritual . . . at once literal and spiritual
adultery.”2 Once again, the penalty to pay for such apostasy and any other form
of spiritual disobedience, is infliction of pestilence, characteristically serving to
eliminate waywardness at its source, such as when Hosea intimates that
Yahweh and deadly contagion become indistinguishably unified:
.. . O death, I will be thy plagues; O grave, I will be thy
destruction: repentance shall be hid from mine eyes. Though he
[Ephraim-Israel] be fruitful among kis brethren, an east wind [the
“pestilential” ruah] shall come, the wind of the LORD shall come
up from the wilderness, and his spring shall become dry, and his
fountain shall be dried up: he shall spoil the treasure of all
pleasant vessels. (Hosea 13. 14-16)

Deadly infection, Yahweh'’s cleansing castigation sweeping imperceptibly into

Israel, emanates directly from the LORD to purge Israel of its deviant

worshippers: “God is summoning up the plagues of death to punish his

recalcitrant people. Death, for Hosea, is not an independent power, opposed to

61 Henry McKeating, The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English
Bible: The Books of Amos, Hosea and Micah (Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press, 1971), pp. 72-73.
62 Francis Andersen, “Hosea, The Book of,” in The Oxford Companion to the

Bible, p. 290.

41



the good God, as he was for the Canaanites, but a mere weapon in God’s
hand.”63

The social maladies of oppression of the poor, display of dissolution, and
Pharisaical observance of ritual and ceremony, all of which infect the upper-
class Samarian women of prosperous Israel, inflame Amos, who compares them
to grazing cattle (Amos 4. 1). In seeking to implement a protective quarantine
against such ills, Amos announces Yahweh'’s intent to inflict a death sentence on
them for their bovine acceptance of the status quo (Amos 4. 2). In so doing,
Amos sets himself apart from preceding prophets by attacking an established
religion that is not idolatrous; in fact, Amos’s sarcastic indictment is that
SMM are too zealously anti-idolatrous—a malignant tendency that Amos
deems just as pernicious or even more so than heathenism: “Come to Beth-el,
and transgress; at Gilgal multiply transgression; and bring your sacrifices every
morning, and your tithes after three years” (Amos 4. 4).

Hypocritical disciples of Yahweh, by ostentatiously performing (in the
dramatic sense) obligatory rites, spread—not always maliciously——a vacuous
system of worship that, ironically, they consider efficacious: “Amos is not
concerned with idolatry, with the worship of the other gods of the Palestinian
pantheon, but with the perverted worship of YHWH, through which the
Israelites thought that they had safeguarded themselves from all calamity.”64
Speaking on behalf of Yahweh, Amos recounts a sevenfold litany of
punishments that will befall Israel, general afflictions of an aggregate nature but

some—including pestilence—of sufficiently recent historical experience for the

63 McKeating, op. cit., p. 150.
64 Neil, op. cit., p. 292.



message to have heightened potency (Amos 4. 6-11).65 Overall, the catalogue of
castigation serves as a preventive measure:
Amos is setting out plainly his doctrine of discipline. The object of
punishment is in the first place remedial. It is meant to turn men
back to God, to compel good behaviour. But if men refuse to
repent, God has no other expedient to resort to but total
destruction.6
Amos’s zeal for austerity in the face of opulence foreshadows not only in the
lite;al sense; his contempt for the overscrupulous observances of the wealthy
Israelites parallels that of seventeenth-century Puritans in England (especially
Milton in his last prose work Of True Religion), who charge that Catholicism
(and to a lesser extent Anglicanism), are contagions overrun with vapid
ceremonial display.
Amos specifically targets affluent women of Samaria for rebuke (Amos
4), but he elsewhere indicts male and female members of the self-indulgent
plutocracy: “Woe to them that are at ease in Zion, and trust in the mountain of
Samaria, which are named chief of the nations, to whom the house of Israel
came!” (Amos 6. 1). The prophet condemns the Israelite aristocracy’s decadent .
lifestyle (Amos 6. 3-6), not the nation of Israel, 67 and this infection of

complaisance will confine the offenders within city walls until a secondary

65 In establishing the connection between infection and irreligion, Anglican
clergyman Robert Burton paraphrases Amos 4. 10 in explaining why “mankind
(is] generally tormented with epidemical maladies”: “Pestilence [the LORD] hath
sent, but they have not turned to him,” in The Anatomy of Melancholy, ed. by
Holbrook Jackson, 3 vols (London: J.M. Dent & Sons, 1932; repr. 1961), 1, 131,
132.

66 McKeating, op. cit., p. 36.

67 Ibid., p. 49.
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plague—the physical one—exterminates them: “I will deliver up the city with all
that is therein” (Amos 6. 8). Henry McKeating notes that “deliver up” (“abandon”
in the New English Bible), can also be translated as “shut up,” “enclose” or
“imprison,” adding that “[t]his is exactly what would happen to a plague-stricken
city. It would be isolated and ostracized until the plague had burnt itself out.”s8
Ironically, that which the pedigreed pietists joyously thought to be protection
from ruination—their ardent but vacuous worship—precipitates their
annihilation.

Although Isaiah does not specifically herald any onset of pestilence as
divine punishment, in forecasting doom for the dominating Assyrians under
Sennacherib (Isaiah 33), he obliquely foretells of the plague that eventually will
consume the potential invaders of Judah through divine providence. Israel had
already fallen due to a resurgence of apostasy and Judah is the next target of
Assyria, but Isaiah predicts that the invading force will be decimated first: ...
[Wlhen thou shalt cease to spoil, thou shalt be spoiled; and when thou shalt
make an end to deal treacherously, they shall deal treacherously with thee”
(Isaiah 33.‘ 1). King Hezekiah, desperately in need of assurance from Isaiah that
- the southern‘ki'ngdom would be spared decimation at the hands of the invading

Assyrians, reasons rightly and promises implementation of needed reforms. An
“optimally timed and deadly infection among Sennacherib’s forces ensues: “Then
the angel of the LORD went forth, and smote in the camp of the Assyrians a
hundred and fourscore and five thousand: and when they arose early in the
morning, behold, they were all dead corpses” (Isaiah 37. 36; II Kings 19. 32-35).

As a result of Yahweh's providentially swift and widespread plague of the

68 Ibid., p. 51.



invading infidels, Sennacherib defers to the potency of Yahweh and retreats
homeward (Isaiah 37. 37). In eradicating the Assyrian army, God again employs
an “angel of the LORD” that serves as a cooperative agent of divine castigation
that forcefully exhibits Yahweh'’s spiritual superiority.

Latter-day awareness of this metaphorical bond between irreligion and
contagion is not limited to the seveneenth and eighteenth centuries in English
literature. In his 1815 poem “The Destruction of Semnacherib,” Byron sculpts
material from II Kings 19. 15-36 to reinforce the analogical alloy of pestilence
and idolatry identifiable in the Old Testament passage. In both the biblical and
poetic renderings, the Assyrian troops encamped outside the physical (and
spiritual) walls of Jerusalem constitute an infectious force threatening to
eradicate Yahwism. Miraculously forestalling the religious infection, God
delivers through his agent of visitation an outbreak of physical pestilence among
the enemy. Designated in the Authorized Version as “the angel of the LORD” (II
Kings 19 .35), Byron identifies the divine messenger instead as “the Angel of
Death” (10). Elsewhere in the poem Byron closely follows the biblical source,
even when he deviates substantially from its language. The angel of the
Authorized Version “went out, and smote in the camp of the Assyrians...” (Il
Kings 19.35), and Byron’s angel “spread his wings on the blast, / And breathed in
the face of the foe as he pass'd . ..” (9-10).

Straying further from correspondence to the II Kings 19 pericope, Byron
in the final stanza presents his impression of the plague’s aftermath, further
highlighting the link between infection and irreligion in the wake of the
theological showdown: “And the widows of Ashur are loud in their wail, / And

the idols are broke in the temple of Baal; /And the might of the Gentile,
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unsmote by the sword, / Hath melted like snow in the glance of the Lord!” (21-
24). Neither of the images in the first couplet— the clamorously mourning
Assyrian women left husbandless because of their deity’s inferiority to Yahweh
and the thaumaturgic destruction of effigies of Baal in Assyrian
shrines—derives from II Kings. Nevertheless, Byron’s image of the vanquished
icons finds a parallel in I Samuel 5. 3-4. Yahweh’s superior spiritual force results
in the physical destruction of Dagon, the corn god of the Philistines, who
likewise are physically plagued by the Israelite deity’s presence in the form of
the ark of the coven#nt. To clearly point to the crowning paradox of the poem,
Byron describes the abundantly armed but lifeless and ultimately powerless
soldiers as “unsmote by the sword,” an antithetical borrowing from “smote” of
the Authorized Version.

Following the reign of Hezekiah, who had distinguished himself for
abolishing idolatry in Judah, his successors Manasseh and Amon tolerate a
recrudescence of idolatrous worship. This new heretical outbreak is not quashed
until Josiah’s sanitization campaign begun after his discovery of “the book of the
law,” thought to be a part of Deuteronomy, to destroy any evidence of the
worship of alien deities:

With astonishment and dismay, he recognized that, according to
this book, the nation was and long had been in gross disobedience

of the cultic laws and that a sweeping religious reform was needed



to purge Judah of its apostasy. This he proceeded to carty out with
great zeal.6?
Jeremiah’s later denunciation of the erroneously optimistic Hananiah as a false
prophet matches the level of enthusiasm with which the late king had sought to
extirpate heathenism. Hananiah, considered “a representative of the Jerusalem
religious establishment,””0 bears the unquestionably more palatable (but in the
end faulty) message that the Babylonian captivity would end and that prosperity
would return to Judah. Jeremiah in turn aligns himself with prophets who had
t?ad‘itionally foretold disaster, including deadly epidemics.
Although Jeremiah in a strict sense fallaciously appeals to tradition, time
proves the accuracy of his prophecy. According to Jeremiah’s view, the extent to
which a given prophet espouses cataclysm determines his verity, and plague
(among other afflictions) becomes a vehicle for identifying Yahweh’s genuine
communication, again melding contagion and irreligion:
The prophets that have been before me and before thee of old
prophesied both against many countries, and against great
kingdoms, of war, and of evil, and of pestilence. The prophet
which prophesieth of peace, when the word of the prophet shall
come to pass, then shall the prophet be known, that the LORD
hath truly sent him. (Jeremiah 28. 8-9)

Hananiah, just as he wrongly removes the symbolic yoke from the neck of

Jeremiah, mistakenly heralds freedom, liberty which also ironically would

69 John B. Gabel, Charles B. Wheeler, and Anthony D. York, The Bible as
Literature: An Introduction, 3rd edn (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996),

p- 97.
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promote (from Jeremiah’s perspective) an atmosphere conducive to a reversion
to idolatry. Just as Josiah’s religious reforms are more far-reaching than those
of his predecessor Hezekiah (also a bitter foe of the infectious cults), Jeremiah's
vituperative foretelling of Hananiah’s death (Jeremiah 28. 16-17), affirms the
eventual eradication of false prophecy (metonymically represented by the false
prophet) from Judah. However, as John Bright notes, “There is no reason
whatever to doubt that Hananiah borne down—we may suppose—by this awful
curse, actually did die as [verse] 17 states.”?! Therefore, war, and starvation and
plague must remain menacingly pendent to bolster the barricade against
influential apostasy.

Jeremiah emphasizes that continuous and unwavering faith in Yahweh’s
providence—tantamount to the rejection of idolatrous worship—is
unquestionably the best prescription for warding off physical plague.
Communicating through Jeremiah, Yahweh warns “the remnant of Judah”
(Jeremiah 42. 15), not to flee to possible security in Egypt to avoid the certain
(but ephemeral, ordained so by God), tyranny of Nebuchadnezzar: “So shall it be
with all the men that set their faces to go into Egypt to sojourn there; they shall
die by the sword, by the famine, and by the pestilence: and none of them shall
remain or escape from the evil that I will bring upon them” (Jeremiah 42. 17).
Jeremiah’s final caution to the Jews in Egypt underscores Yahweh’s prohibition
of contagious spiritual idolatry by promising infectious physical destruction

(Jeremiah 44). God, again acting with Jeremiah’s agency, cites desolation in

70 Robert Davidson, “Jeremiah, The Book of,” in The Oxford Companion to the

Bible, p. 347.
71 The Anchor Bible: Jeremiah (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1965), p. 203.
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Jerusalem and the rest of Judah as proof of his power summarily to exact

revenge upon idolaters:
For I will punish them that dwell in the land of Egypt, as I have
punished Jerusalem, by the sword, by the famine, and by the
pestilence. So that none of the remnant of Judah, which are gone
into the land of Egypt to sojourn there, shall escape or remain,
that they should return into the land of Judah, to the which they
have a desire to return to dwell there: for none shall return but
such as shall escape. (Jeremiah 44. 13-14)

Jeremiah tautologically implies that only those who free themselves from the

certain and infectious influence of the incense-burners can return—not only

geographically to Judah, but spiritually to Yahweh as well.

Nonetheless, the transplanted Judaeans defiantly discount Jeremiah'’s
caveat and point to empirical data which seems to contradict Jeremiah’s
profession of God’s potency. Their woes, they say, began only after worship of
the Assyro-Babylonian goddess Ishtar had ceased, in their minds proof of her
superiority:

As for the word that thou hast spoken unto us in the name of the
LORD, we will not hearken unto thee. But we will ce;tainly do
whatsoever thing goeth forth out of our own mouth, to burn
incense unto the queen of heaven, and to pour out drink-offerings
unto her, as we have done, we, and our fathers, our kings, and
our princes, in the cities of Judah, and in the streets of Jerusalem:
for then had we plenty of victuals, and were well, and saw no evil.

(Jeremiah 44. 16-17)
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Jeremiah answers that the idolatry itself caused the desolation—only after
Yahweh’s toleration of the practice reached a breaking point.

Yahweh'’s providence is shown in the fact that the remaining subjects of
the southern kingdom are exiled from their homeland and that it lies in ruin
(Jeremiah 44. 22-23). Only after most of the exiles in Egypt are “consumed by
the sword and by the famine” (and presumably by pestilence, the other calamity
of the formulaic triad), can the loyal and infection-free refugees return to Judah
(Jeremiah 44. 27). Yahweh, Jeremiah proclaims, will instead favour those who
freely chose to endure bpndage and went to Babylon. No concrete explanation,
however, is given for God’s providence in allowing some Judaeans in Egypt to
escape; if, however, none lives, none would return to perpetuate the account of
Yahweh’s supremacy. Punishment thus must not be universal because some
must endure to recount the terror experienced by those who are punished.
Paradoxically, by leaving a remainder, God makes himself stronger by using
something less than the most extreme deadly force that he is capable of
empl&ying.

With his metaphors, signs, and parables, Ezekiel employs figurative
language more than any other prophet to illustrate the seriousness of his
.warnings,72 and he explicitly links idolatry and pestilence in his vision of
Yahweh’s impending punishment of Israel for a recrudescence of Baal worship.
Plague (combined with famine) is one of three of God’s afflictions promised by
Ezekiel in return for the pollution of Yahweh'’s religion by inconstant Israelites

tempted into the worship of rival deities. While in exile in Babylon, Ezekiel has a

72 Neil, op. cit., p. 265.



dream vision of infidelity brazenly committed in Jerusalem which indicates his
anxiety over the continually malignant influence of heathenism.

One of the “greater abominations” of infidelity revealed to Ezekiel,
“women yveeping for Tammuz” and profaning the temple (Ezekiel 8. 13-14),
provides the basis for Milton’s ornate condemnation of contagious idolatry in
Paradise Lost:

Thammuz came next behind,

Whose annual wound in Lebanon allur’d

The Syrian Damsels to lament his fate

In amorous ditties all a Summer’s day,

While smooth Adonis from his native Rock

Ran purple to the Sea, suppos’d with blood

Of Thammuz yearly wounded: the Love-tale

Infected Sion’s daughters with like heat,

~ Whose wanton passions in the sacred Porch

Ezekiel saw, when by the Vision led

His eye survey’d the dark Idolatries

0f alienated Judah. (I, 446-57)
Milton’s establishment of a connection between false religion and contagion is
only one indication of the extent to which he favoured this metaphorical pairing.
Its presence is especially significant in this case given that the passage of Ezekiel
upon which Milton draws does not specifically designate the idolatrous activity as
infectious—only when paganism stands as a threat side-by-side with Yahwism.
On their own ground, the pagan women enchanted by the beautiful and quasi-

Spenserian “amorous ditties all 8 Summer’s day,” are seen in a positive light. The
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parallel elements, however, mutate into base, loathsome images once Israelites
are subject to the idolatrous influence; “allur’d” becomes “Infected.”
Just as the unfaithful taint God’s temple (and thereby the congregation)
by invading its boundaries, Yahweh paradoxically moves to purify it by infecting
with disease those who have metaphorically infected his church with idolatry:
Wherefore, as I live, saith the LORD GOD; Surely, because thou
hast defiled my sanctuary will all thy detestable things, and with
all thine abominations, therefore will I also diminish thee; neither
shall mine eye spare, neither will I have any pity. A third part of
thee shall die with the pestilence, and with famine shall they be
consumed in the midst of thee . .. (Ezekiel 5. 11-12)

Yahweh, according to Ezekiel, lets actions speak louder than words when he

acknowledges that he will have “spoken it in my zeal, when I have accomplished

my fury in them” (Ezekiel 5. 13).

Ezekiel’s triad of prophecies in Chapter 6 all point to disastrous
pestilential consequence following pestilentially idolatrous worship. Yahweh
promises through the prophet that broken icons will be returned for a broken
heart: “. .. your altars shall be desolate, and your images shall be broken: and 1
will cast down your slain men before your idols” (Ezekiel 6. 4). God recoils at the
prospect of losigg the pure piety of his followers, and in return for having to
brook the emotional turmoil of being “broken with [the backsliding Israelites’]
whorish heart, which hath departed from me, and with their eyes, which go a
whoring after their idols . . . ” (Ezekiel 6. 9). Again as a direct consequence,
Yahweh furiously demonstrates that he has “not said in vain that I would do this

evil unto them” (Ezekiel 6. 10), and plague—accompanied again with war and



famine—is that which paradoxically ensures sanitation of the Hebrew faith: “. . .
Alas for all the evil ab.ominations of the house of Israel! for they shall fall by the
sword, by the famine, and by the pestilence” (Ezekiel 6. 11). Deadly contagion,
significantly, is the most virulent of the threefold scourges: “He that is far off
shall die of the pestilence,” with the sword and famine consuming those at close
range (Ezekiel 6. 12). |

This formula shifts, however, in Ezekiel 7.15, in which pestilence and
famine kill within the city and the sword kills those “in the field” or country.
Such drastic quarantine measures as these, however, must not be fully taken; if
they are, Yahweh’s supremacy will, paradoxically, diminish accordingly as those
who know of his existence are exterminated: “But I will leave a few men of
them from the sword, from the famine, and from the pestilence; that they may
declare all their abominations among the heathen whither they come ... "
(Ezekiel 12. 16). Ironically, the spread of abominations—but in this case only
relation of them—is encouraged: “This prophecy has a quite different tone,
emphasizing the function of a small surviving group in making known to the
nations the reason for God’s judgement.”?3 By allowing for the existence of a
seminal colony of righteous Israelites, Yahweh preserves the opportunity to
further demonstrate his punitive predominance in dispensing outbreaks of
pestilence should any morally upright citizens stray from the orthodoxy. In such
situations, plague becomes one of “four sore judgements” to be meted out
against Jerusalem: “the sword, and the famine, and the noisome beast, and

pestilence” (Ezekiel 14. 21). Pestilence is one of the punishments delivered for
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“work[ing] abominations” such as “lift{ing] your eyes up to idols” (Ezekiel 33. 25-
27).

Israel had once before experienced the infectious abomination of
Ashtoreth worship emanating from the Phoenician 'city of Sidon (II Kings 23.
13). The forceful cessation of such faithless veneration promised with the
assigned affliction of a plague epidemic in Sidon further reveals the symbiotic
conjunction of irreligion and infection: ®. . . Thus saith the LORD GOD; Behold,
I am against thee, O [Slidon; and I will be glorified in the midst of thee: and they
shall know that I am the LORD, when I shall have executed judgments in her,
and shall be sanctified in her” (Ezekiel 28. 22). Yahweh’s religion will be fortified
with the pestilential excision of the unfaithful in Sidon: “For I will send into her
pestilence, and blood into her streets; and the wounded shall be judged in the
midst of her by the sword upon her on every side; and they shall know that I am
the LORD” (Ezekiel 28. 23). Yahweh values his punitive potency highly, more
clearly seen in the New English Bible translation of Ezekiel 28. 22: *. . . Men will
know that I am the LORD when I execute judgement upon her and thereby
prove my holiness.”™ Yahweh finally indicates through his spokesman Ezekiel
that he intends to invoke “pestilence and ... blood” (Ezekiel 38. 22) against Gog,
the unidentiﬁable individual or collective opponent of God.”s By yet again
assigning a plague outbreak, Yahweh expects to “magnify” and “sanctify” himself

(Ezekiel 38. 23). Pestilence, in this sense, is the backbone of the Hebrew faith.

73 Keith W. Carley, The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English
Bible: The Book of the Prophet Ezekiel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1974), p. 76. : :

74 Ibid., p. 193.

5 Ibid., p. 255.
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Habakkuk, who presents “the most extensive theophany . . . to be found
in the Hebrew Bible” of the warrior-figure Yahweh,?6¢ ambiguously envisions
pestilence either emanating or retreating from God (Habakkuk 3. 3-5).
Paradoxically, the vividly anthropomorphic description of Yahweh prohibits any
clear determination of the nature of the relationship between Yahweh and
contagion, and the extent to which Gf at all), the two are distinct from one
another:

God came from Teman, and the Holy One from mount Paran.
Selah. His glory covered the heavens, and the earth was full of his
praise. And his brightness was as the light; he had horns coming
out of his hand: and there was the hiding of his power. Before him
went the pestilence, and burning coals went forth at his feet.
(Habakkuk 3. 3-5)
The inclusion of “pestilence” among the cluster of three verses of doxological
praise of Yahweh'’s attributes inclines to casting it as a cooperative manifestation
of God rather than an adversary constantly retreating as he advances. At the
very least, “pestilence” and “burning coals” (translated as “plague” in the New
English Bible), interact with Yahweh—whether it be symbiotically or
antagonistically—with John D.W. Watts leaning toward the latter interpretation:
“Pestilence and plague appear almost like demonic figures that move before him
and behind (literally ‘at his feet’). It is unlikely that these are’ his attendants.

Wherever he goes these move away like small animals or insects which scatter

76 Elizabeth Achtemeier, “Habakkuk, The Book of,” in The Oxford Companion
to the Bible, p. 266.



at a man’s approach.”? However, the “hiding [place] of his power” at the close of
Habakkuk 3.4 may imply that the obscured force of the opening of Habakkuk
3.5 refers to contagion, which in this scheme would serve as Yahweh’s
subordinate. English poet Michael Drayton’s rendering of Habakkuk 3 in “A
Song of the Faithful” (1590), supports such a relationship: “His shining was more
clearer than the light; / And from his hands a fulness did proceed, / Which did
contain His wrath and power indeed; / Consuming plagues and fire were in His
sight” (9-12).78

Zechariah warns that potentially contagious infidels will be
levelled—appropriately, via contagion. Not only are backsliding Israelites
targeted for ir;fectious punishment; Judaean apostates as well as “every one that
is left of all the nations which came against Jerusalem” will be afflicted for
failing “to worship the King, the LORD of hosts, and to keep the feast of
tabernacles” (Zechariah 14. 16). Viewed from another perspective, participation
in the autumnal harvest pilgrimage to the temple in Jerusalem guards against
drought (Zechariah 14. 17), and specifically for the Gentiles, observance of the
annual religious expedition amounts to protection against the “the plague,
wherewith the LORD will smite the heathen that come not up to keep the feast

of tabernacles” (Zechariah 14. 18). Implied in the invitation to embrace Yahwism

71 The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible: The Books of
Joel, Obadiah, Jonah, Nahum, Habakkuk and Zephaniah (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1975), p. 147.

78 The ejected Presbyterian minister Vincent, in applying this passage to the
1665 London plague epidemic, also suggests such a relationship: ... [T]he
pestilence hath gone before him, and burning coals at his feet; . . . the Lord
drove London asunder, scattered the inhabitants, and made the stately buildings
to bow and fall, whose rearings up none can remember; . . . the tents of London
have been in affliction, and the curtains of the city have trembled” (God’s



is a concomitant disavowal of their own deities.” The walls of the temple, a
metonymical representation of Yahweh, protect against infection resulting from
the spiritual disease of apostasy.

Irreligious influence, the other side of the theological coin, manifests
itself in the insidious infections of paganism or Pharisaism, for example.
Contagion—literal in the Old Testament or figurative in its New Testament
manifestations—provides an antagonist and thereby a raison d'étre of religion,
and in itself, paradoxically, is ultimately healthful, an exemplary proof of felix
culpa. God’s pestilential punishment of potentially infectious irreligionists in the
Old Testament gives way to an awareness of the potentially infectious influence
of rival dogmatic interlocutors. honicaﬁy, the conflicts and tribulations faced by
thé earliest Christians (such as ensuring that the salubrious gospel is
disseminated rather than the hazardous beliefs of heathens, hypocrites and
backsliders), enable them both to concretely identify their mission and galvanize
support for the movement in its ascendancy. Such antagonism—often described
figuratively in terms of infection—is fundamental to the propagation of
Christianity and a continued protective quarantine of its tenets.

As emigsaries of benevolence, the evangelists find that it is effective to
appropriate certain figuratively poignant aspects of contagion to more handily
illustrate the dynamics of religious conversion—both when proselytization

succeeds and when it is suspected of having failed. In this respect, conditions in

Terrible Voice in the City, 1667, London: James Nisbet, 1831; Morgan, PA: Soli
Deo Gloria Publications, repr. 1997), pp. 175-76.

19 Rex Mason, The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible:
The Books of Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi (Cambndge Cambridge
University Press, 1977), p. 132.
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pagan communities were ideal for reception of a doctrine that promised
defensive protection from invasive idolatry:
The older forms of religion, such as the worship of the Olympian
gods, had by this time become just a respectable convention, to
which lip-service was paid. People of the first century A.D. were
obsessed with fear of the world around them. They felt
surrounded by hostile forces and demons, bringing with them
misfortunes and diseases.80
Divine retribution is overshadowed by the emphasis on the importance of
Christians and especially Gentiles avoiding evil and its concomitant damnation
and destruction; Paul’s missives stress the paramount importance of the
avoidance of evil, an entity potentially both infectious and deadly: “Be not
deceived: evil communications corrupt good manners” (I Corinthians 15. 33).
In denouncing infectious pagan regression into the worship of idolatrous
icons, Paul parallels Psalm 106. 20—and thereby the golden calf episode of
Exodus '32—and demonstrates that the irreligion-contagion nexus transcends
the Old Testament. Christian-era heathens who “changed the glory of the
uncorruptible God into an image make like to corruptible man, and to birds, and
fourfooted beasts, and creeping things” prompt God to discard such faithless
recidivists (Romans 1.23). Subject to the same fate as idolaters of Hebrew
scripture, these backsliders are left unprotected and subject to deadly spiritual
infection from which there is no remission or cure: “Wherefore God also gave

them up to uncleanness through the lusts of their own hearts, to dishonour

80 G.H.P. Thompson, The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English
Bible: The Letters of Paul to the Ephesians, to the Colossians and to Philemon
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), p. 118.



their own bodies between themselves” (Romans 1. 24). In order to ensure an
aseptic environment for Christianity, those espousing irreverence must be
eliminated so as to curtail the increase of iniquity that might spread further if
left unchecked: “Being filled with all unrighteousness, fornication, wickedness,
covetousness, maliciousness; full of envy, murder, debate, deceit, malignity;
whisperers, Backbiters, haters of God, despiteful, proud boasters, inventors of
evil things . .. are worthy of death . . ” (Romans 1. 29-32).

Prophylactic protection, however, remains available: knowledge of God’s
inner workings can prevent a fatal demise on Judgement Day, which is Paul’s
temporal focus rather than the immediate future. Swift, tangible and overt
punishment (such as that dispensed mercilessly and frequently by Yahweh), is
not so much Paul’s concern; more terrifying for its supreme ineffability is
deferred punishment, that which will be assigned after the overpowering
maelstrom of accumulated sin has guaranteed the destruction of unenlightened
sinners who fail to acknowledge God’s ascendancy and obtain unqualified grace,
the benevolent equivalent of protective quarantine. More so than the writings of
any other New Testament author, Paul’s dispatches demonstrate a reliance on
an implicit infection metaphor involving questions of religious heterodoxy, a
perception that would not be foreign to the chief apostle who received rabbinical
tutoring of the Hebrew canon and developed, as a Roman citizen and speaker of
Greek, an elemental understanding of at least the fundamentals of historical
background of Greek and Roman religion.

Much of Paul’s writings—especially those that directly or indirectly pair
religion and contagién—reﬂect his initial religious indoctrination as a youth into

the largely exclusionist, prophylactic sect of the Pharisees. Even the origin of the
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name of the law-based order may reflect sensitivity to infectious dissent.
Significantly, the Hebrew root of the word “can mean to separate; this may
indicate that they were seen as sectarians. .. or that they sought holiness by
the avoidance of what was unclean.”! Another scholar’s speculation echoes that
of John Riches: “The name, Pharisees, seems to have been interpreted to mean
‘the separated oneg’, indicating their desire to be separate from contamination
and sin.”82 Thus paradoxically for Paul, not only would exposure to protective
adherence to laws and regulations influence Paul’s modus operandi;
additionally, a keen sensitivity to the art of evangelization may have developed
from witnessing such activity undertaken on the part of the Pharisees: “It was,
as even the Gospel of Matthew tells us [Matthew 23. 15], the Pharisees who
were the missionaries, the proselytisers of the Jewish world.”83 Such a
supefﬁcia]ly contradictory foundation may in part explain Paul’s double-edged
application of the mechanism of contagion in his letters, more so than is evident
in the writings of the other apostles. Throughout his missives (especially in I and
II Corinthians, Romans, Ephesians and Colossians), Paul emphasizes th;at
preaching of any persuasion is epidemiologically influential: evangelical
“contagion” spreads literally by word of mouth, and metaphorically via infection.
Understandably prominent against the background of Paul’s apocalyptic

vision, the his urgent and recurring exhortation to inhibit the transfer of

81 John Riches, “Pharisees,” in The Oxford Companion to the Bible, p. 588.

82 C.F.D. Moule, The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible:
The Gospel According to Mark (Cambndge Cambridge Umvermty Press, 1965),
p. 25.

83 A.N. Wilson, Paul: The Mind of the Apostle (New York. W.W. Norton, 1997),
p. 38.
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hazardous irreligion and simultaneously promote the transmission of exclusively
gainful gospel, appears repeatedly in his effusions to his congregations:
Let no corrupt communication proceed out of your mouth, but
that which is good to the use of edifying, that it may minister
grace unto the hearers. And grieve not the holy Spirit of God,
whereby ye are sealed unto the day of redemption. Let all
bitterness, and wrath, and anger, and clamour, and evil speaking,
be put away from you, with all malice: And be ye kind one to
another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God for
Christ’s sake hath forgiven you. (Ephesians 4. 29-32)
The Authorized Version’s “corrupt communication” of 1611 follows the Rheims
New Testament rendering of 1582, “evil speech.” Notable among modern
translations of the same root term is “foul talk” of the Anchor Bible, wherein
Markus Barth observes that in using such an expression, Paul clearly equates
proscribed spiritual influence with infectious corruption: “The adjective foul’ can
designate anything that is rotten, putrid, filthy, and therefore, unsound or
bad.”5 Significantly, Paul’s employment of this contamination analogue has little
precedent elsewhere: “Paul’s metaphoric application of the term to a certain sort
of talk or voice has scarcely any parallels in Greek writings.”6 Just as pivotal as
avoidance of “foul or polluting language,” the permutation of the Amplified

Bible,87 is the conscious endeavour to diffuse grace, that which in a sense

84 John R. Kohlenberger, ed., The Precise Parallel New Testament (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 1054.
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amounts to anti-infection. The Authorized Version’s “minister” carries
connotations of rendering medical assistance to the phys_ically afflicted.

If it is given that Paul’s first experience with religion was one within the
strictly sanitized sect of the Pharisees, the young apostle would have imbibed the
accumulated uneasiness resulting from continuous threats posed to Judaism by
Greeks, Seleu;:ids and Romans who successively invaded Jerusalem. Such
visitations forced Jews then (and for the next 2,000 years) to adopt a fortress
mentality with the hope of repulsing the potentially influential and deadly
onslaughts:

We see the Jews as a people who have been subjected to genocide
in the twentieth century, persecuted in the name of Christ for
twenty centuries in between and defeated by the Romans in a
glorious but calamitous patriotic war in AD 70. Judaism has very
understandably been embattled for two millennia; for without a
stockade built around itself, it would not have been able, so
heroically, to survive.88
Thus Paul would understandably employ contagion comparisons to describe any
false religion from which he exhorts his converts to repel themselves by
establishing a spiritual quarantine, which itself must spread to be an effective
anti-infection.

The same motivation that prompts Plato to banish poets from his idyllic
society impels Paul to call for the erection of prophylactic barriers to idolaters
and sexual deviates, both of whom threaten to taint religious orthodoxy among

those in the Christian community: “But now I have written unto you not to keep



company, if any man that is called a brother be a fornicator, or covetous, or an
idolater, or a railer, or a drunkard, or an extortioner; with such a one no not to
eat” (I Corinthians 5. 11). Neil, in referring to Paul’s announcement that the
apostle has heard reports of a case of scandalous incestual immorality committed
by a professed Christian (I Corinthians 5. 1), recognizes elements of a contagion
metaphor suffusing the ensuing message regarding incest (and presumably
idolatry): “One case of corruption of this kind can poison the whole
community.”8?

The potential for spiritual infection to spread among Christians especially
disturbs Paul, who exhorts the Corinthians to “Purge out therefore the old
leaven” of their pagan past (I Corinthiaﬁs 5. 7). One consequence of succumbing
to idolatry—one of a catalogue of 10 types of sins named by Paul) is banishment
from “the kingdom of God” (I Corinthians 6. 9-10), something which in relation
to this strain of iniquity is a tautology. Yet baptism, even for reformed' sinners,
provides protective quarantine as well as guaranteed admittance to God’s
disinfected domain for former pagans: “And such were some of you: but ye are
washed, but ye are sanctified, but ye are justified in the name of the LORD
Jesus, and by the Spirit of our God” (I Corinthians 6. 11). The Amplified Bible,
which provides alternative translations of certain words, interprets “sanctified”
as “consecrated (set apart, hallowed)” (I Corinthians 6. 11), words which are -
evincive of the prophylactic advantage enjoyed by Christians.

While carnal knowledge begets its own moral hazards, knowledge

involving flesh of another sort—animal meat consecrated to idols during pagan

88 Wilson, op. cit., p. 37.
89 Op. cit., p. 457.
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ceremonies—either afflicts spiritually the fastidious neophyte who takes most
seriously the Jewish-Christian prohibition against its consumption, or protects
the seasoned and carefree Christian carnivore who knows that idols have no
significance or potency:
Among the Christians there were some with a robust conscience
who knew that the meat was neither better nor worse for its
association with the pagan deity, and were quite happy to eat it;
others weré not so happy about it, and felt that somehow the meat
had become “infected” by its idolatrous association.90
Although such an infection—one significantly ensuing from a “divine” pagan
ceremony-—is cerebral and intangible, it is nonetheless bonded to idolatry just as
much as is the physical plague caused by the ingestion of the charred remains of
the golden calf (Exodus 32). Underlying Paul’s concern about the influence of
liberal ingestion of “idolatrous” flesh is the apprehension that impressionable
proselytes might return to paganism because of a reawakened perception of an
idol’s potency or legitimacy, and thereby diminish Christianity and at the same
time embolden the plague of infidelity.

Employing intertextﬁality to add potency to his message regarding the
dangers of idolatry, Paul impels the Corinthians to remember that Yahweh
punished wayward Israelites in the wilderness with a plague in which 23,000
died in one day (I Corinthians 10. 8; Numbers 25. 9 records 24,000 deaths),
reminding them that God still has the potential for inflicting physical

punishment—even though such retribution seems unlikely to occur against the

90 Bruce, Paul and His Converts: Thessalonians and Corinthians (London:
Lutterworth Press, 1962), p. 51.
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backdrop of ﬁrst-century Christianity’s tenets of mercy and forgiveness. Just as
the “contagions” of idolatry and fornication destabilized impressionable Israelites,
Paul fears that such evils can wreak infectious havoc on the harmony of the
Corinthian congregation: “Neither be ye idolaters, as were some of them; as it is
written, The people sat down to eat and drink, and rose up to play. Neither let us
commit fornication, as some of them committed, and fell in one day three and
twenty thousand” (I Corinthians 10. 7-8). In recasting virtually verbatim in I
Corinthians 10. 7 part of Exodus 32. 6 (“. . . the people sat down to eat and to
drink, and rose up to play”), Paul acknowledges the ever-present danger of
infectious idolatry such as that bestowed upon the golden calf at Horeb. Having
confirmed that circumstances in Corinth were of an equally urgent nature, Paul
again selectively adapts a Torah plague pericope to convey his message that
protective vigilance of the first order must be summoned continually to defend
against the alluring yet inevitably fatal veneration of false gods.

To influentially convert those still worshipping false gods requires a
display of restrained preaching in congregation gatherings rather than ecstatic
speaking in unknown languages (even though they very well may be inspired by
the Holy Spirit). With an eye to bolstering the numbers of the spreading faith, |
Paul counsels the Corinthians that discussion of inspired testimony and
interpretation of prophecy more effectively achieve evangelization through the
influence of reserve than does rampant glossolalia, which would by its negative
example isolate Christians, who would thus be considered by pagans to be a sect
of monotheistic fanatics:

If therefore the whole church be come together into one place,

and all speak with tongues, and there come in those that are
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unlearned, or unbelievers, will they not say that ye are mad? But
if all prophesy, and there come in one that believeth not, or one
unlearned, he is convinced of all, he is judged of all: And thus are
the secrets of his heart made manifest; and so falling down on his
face he will worship God, and report that God is in you of a truth.
(I Corinthians 14. 23-25)
If orchestrated properly, “sanitized” preaching (prophesying) portends a swelling
of the congregation: “It may also have the effect of converting some non-
Christian visitor.”™! A dignified and orderly service ensures that the faith will
prosper and thereby advance itself further as worshippers and converts interact
with others in their communities. Concomitantly, curtailing the spread of
ecstatic utterance within the church contributes to the overall aim of
inducement to conversion.

Although Paul’s highly charged denunciation of the impostor evangelists
who are complicating his mission to spread the burgeoning faith, implies
pejorative overtones of infection, the same (conversely, of course), could be said,
from the perspective of those competipg spurious apostles about Paul’s
prbpensity to proselytize Gentiles through his influence—even though he claims
himself to be “rude in speech, yet not in knowledge” and perceived as devalued
because he seeks no financial contributions (II Corinthians 11. 6-7). Seen from
the ﬁerspective of his rival missionaries, Paul's “infectious” influence yields
greater potency because of its divine sanction: “As the truth of Christ is in me,

no man shall stop me of this boasting in the regions of Achaia” (II Corinthians



11. 10). Here Paul proclaims that any prophylactic resistance to his evangelism
will be ineffective. This notion may be more clearly identified in modern
translations of the verse, including the Amplified Bible: “. . . this my boast [of
independence] shall not be debarred (silenced or checked) in the regions of
Achaia.”™2 Such evangelical potency on the part of Paul is demonstrated
elsewhere when Luke records that even when under house arrest, admittedly a
loose net, the apostle to the Gentiles cannot be prevented from generating a
wholescale spread of the gospel. Alfhough technically confined, Paul nonetheless
providentially continues “[plreaching the kingdom of God, and teaching those
things which concern the Lord Jesus Christ, with all confidence, no man
forbidding him” (Acts 28. 31), much as Bunyan’s sermonizing continued
emerging from behind the walls of the Bedford jail during his incarceration. The
final verse of Acts, which is rendered “quite openly and without hindrance” in
the New English Bible,? in effect communicates an unlimited potential for the
open-ended faith to perennially expand.

Paul’s paradoxical position with regard to the spread of religion is further
evinced when he relates that his own conversion results from a blinding
audience with Jesus while travelling to Damascus (Acts 22. 6-8), on a journey
being made specifically to help eradicate the doctrinal contagion being
propagated by Christ’s earliest missionaries in Jerusalem and the Diaspora.

Such is what the insurgent movement had become for Rome and the empire’s
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hand-picked Jewish leaders in Jerusalem (Acts 22. 5). Paul’s zealous
containment of incipient Christianity in Jerusalem before his conversion,
ironically boosts the sect to which he later will become devoted: “As for Saul, he
made havock of the church, entering into every house, and haling men and
women committed them to prison” (Acts 8. 3). Paul’s action forces the dispersion
of early Jerusalem Christians throughout Palestine, enabling a further spread of
the doctrine: “Therefore they that were scattered abroad went every where
preaching the word” (Acts 8. 4). Steeped in a Pharisaic educéation, Paul as the
zealous persecutor of the Christian Jewish sect enthusiastically undertakes this
mission under hire by the Sanhedrin to halt the replication of the new faith by
detaining followers of Jesus and returning them to Jerusalem for detention:
“For ye have heard of my conversation in time past in the Jews’ religion, how
‘that beyond measure I persecuted the church of God, and wasted it” (Galatians
1. 13; Acts 22. 4). Such pronouncements clearly demonstrate that Paul is keenly
aware of the importance of curtailing the spread of anathematized worship: “He
recalls how before his conversion to Christianity no one had been a more
fervent upholder of Jewish tradition than he had been, and no one had worked
harder to wipe out the new Christian heresy.”%4
Additional irony derives from the fact that Galatians finds Paul again in
an adversarial position with the Christian movement, but from another
extreme—a stance that now pits him against pagans as well as Jews. Paul writes

this missive to counter allegations broadcast in Galatia by Christians adhering to

93 Quoted in The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible: The
Acts of the Apostles, ed. by J.W. Packer (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1966), p. 220.
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certain aspects of Judaism (the same sectarians whom he had earlier
antagonized), that Paul had not remained a faithful Jew and therefore should
not be considered worthy of evangelical status:
They were inclined to pay heed to certain teachers who urged
them to add to their faith in Christ some distinctive features of
Judaism, particularly circumcision. These teachers also
endeavored to diminish Paul’s authority by insisting that he was
indebted to the Jerusalem church leaders for his apostolic
commission and had no right to deviate from Jerusalem practiée.95
Arguing that observance of law and rituals will not match adopting faith for
fending off infectious threats, Paul intimates that the “foolish Galatians” must
have been “bewitched” (in a sense infected) into believing the opposite because
of contact with Jewish-Christian zealots who must have hypnotized the
parishioners (Galatians 3. 1), many of whom were “recent converts from
paganism.”®
True inspiration, literally something inhaled (as pneumonic plague often
was in seventeenth-century England), overshadows that which is artificially
infused when Paﬁl Socratically leaves his readers with no choice but to accept
that faith supersedes works or practice: “This only would I learn of you,
Received ye the [Holy] Spirit by the works of the law, or by the hearing of faith”
(Galatians 3. 2). Paul compounds the rhetorical question to drive home his

message: “He therefore that ministereth to you the Spirit, and worketh miracles

94 Neil, The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible: The Letter
of Paul to the Galatians (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), p. 16.
95 Bruce, “Galatians, The Letter of Paul to the,” in The Oxford Companion to the
Bible, p. 238.



among you, doeth he it by the works of the law” by following traditional
Judaism, “or by the hearing of faith—Paul’s radical theology (Galatians 3. 5).
Viewed from the perspective of Peter’s Jewish school of Christianity, Paul’s may
be seen as the foreign counter-agent effecting an epistolary infiltration of the
Galatian churches established by the apostle of the Gentiles years earlier but
now under the influence of Judaizing teachers whom Paul hopes to reform:
“They [followers of Peter] zealously affect you, but not well; yea, they would
exclude you, that ye might affect them” (Galatians 4. 17).

Alerting the Galatians to a spiritual contagion in their midst, Paul
exclaims that the Christian teachers emphasizing orthodox Judaism (members
of “the sect of the Nazarenes”), are isolating the congregation so as to be
indoctrinated accordingly, and in the process establishing prophylaxis against
Paul’s pronouncement that all followers of Christ are entitled to freedom from
the Torah’s restrictions: “Jewish Christians had been brought up to believe that
the ritual of the Temple, the practice of circumcision, the avoidance of
contaminating paganism and abstention from certain types of food such as pork
were all essential to salvation.™7 Essentially, Paul proposes to the Galatians a
double standard with regard to infectious enthusiasm: “But it is good to be
zealously affected dways in a good thing, and not only when I am present with
you” (Galatians 4. 18). Once Paul instils his strain of zealous contagion, he
desires that it will take hold and spread further . Such contagious appeal is
precisely that which the fervid detractors of Paul, both contemporaries and

inheritors of the movement to denounce the missionary to the Gentiles, abhor

96 Neil, The Cambridge Bible Commentary, p. 49.
97 Ibid., p. 6.
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most passionately: “More extreme critics of the apostle passed into a more
fundamental opposition and regarded him as the arch-deceiver and corrupter of
the original gospel who had offered deplorable cover for antinomianism and
moral anarchy.”8Thus enthusiasm, so easily either laudatory or condemnable
depending upon one’s perspective, typifies Paul’s paradoxical identity as the chief
agent responsible for spreading the gospel.

As should be expected, that which from the Pauline perspective is
identified as misdirected zeal is the most noxious contagion of all, although
impiety alone is sufficient to \.vvarrant elimination—should God so determine.
Epidemics of pestilential destruction speedily and devastatingly delivered into
history by Yahweh signify collectively the ultimate (and exponentially more
.catastrophic) sentence to be ultimately passed upon defiant sinners. Physical
pain—ostensibly a form of punishment itself—informs Paul’s existence,
antagonizing as well as paradoxically goading the apostle into passionate
declarations. However, such palpable vexation pales in comparison to the
ultimate punitive judgement that will without exception excise and thereby
render impossible the further spread of contagious wickedness. Those without
the protective righteousness afforded exclusively by Christianity, face inevitable
decimation. Both Jews, who have failed to live up to God’s standards as set forth
in the Old Testament, and Gentiles, sinners of another sort but equally
blameworthy, will together stand culpable before God at the Last Judgement

(Romans 3. 1-20). Paul maintains that in the failure of infidels to embrace

98 Henry Chadwick, The Enigma of St Paul (London: The Athlone Press,
University of London, 1969), pp. 3-4.
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Christianity, doom is spread among others by means of oral influence,
threatening to undermine the advances made in broadcasting the gospel:
Their throat is an open sepulchre; with their tongues they have
used deceit; the poison of asps is under their lips: Whose mouth is
full of cursing and bitterness: Their feet are swift to shed blood:
Des&uction and misery are in their ways: And the way of peace
have they not known: There is no fear of God before their eyes.
Now we know that what things soever the law [the Old
Testament] saith, it saith to them who are under the law [Moses’
code of law]: that every mouth may be stopped, and all the world
may become guilty before God. (Romans 3. 13-19)
Paul, employing a sequence of quotations from the Hebrew Bible (Psalms 5. 9,
10. 7, 36. 1 and 140. 3, and Isaiah 59. 7-8), reasons that sealing a sinner’s
mephitic mouth would prevent the further spread of religious malady, but the
Pauline view is that those already infected seem ultimately to stand little chance
of obtaining forgiveness for such flagrant irresponsibility. Such is the urgency of
Paul’s letter to the Romans, correspondence of paramount importance for
having to satisfactorily serve as a surrogate for Paul inbhis absence and further
the salubrious dissemination of the gospel among the burgeoning Christian
community in Rome.
Paul again emphasizes the importance of shunning agents of evil; close
contact with immoral individuals allows for the possibility of spiritual
contamination. At the same time, consciously associating only with virtuous

persons provides protection against the influence of the baser sort: “Abhor that

which is evil; cleave to that which is good” (Romans 12. 9). Within the overall



context of maintaining proper Christian behaviour—broadly speaking a form of
prophylaxis itself—Paul counsels that loving others “without dissimulation”
(Romans 12. 9) ensures that wickedness will be shut out: “The loving action will,
of course, always be one in which evil is avoided and good is firmly grasped.”®®
Joseph A. Fitzmyer goes so far as to suggest that this formula amounts to a
dominant guiding precept for Christians as well as Jews: “. . . Paul enunciates
the generic principle, that love must govern all, and that Christians must do
good and avoid evil.”100

Paul’s mission of establishing protective barriers for blossoming
Christianity (although at this time it had no such ideological name), necessitates
broadcasting his epistolary admonitions in what might be considered a pre-
emptive counter-attack. The problem of defending against contagious
heathenism is especially serious because such rebellion is invisible and seems to
be transmitted through the atmosphere as are malevolent spirits—which here
may be seen as metonymical representations of irreligion: “Wherein in time past
ye walked according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the
power of the air, the spirit that now worketh in the children of disobedience”
(Ephesians 2. 2). Just as pestilence in seventeenth-century London seemed to be
airborne (and in pneumonic cases it was), demons spread paganism while
winging through their realm of rebellion. Malevolent influence occasioned by a

demonic environment supports the notion of a fusion of irreligion and infection:

99 Ernest Best, The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible:
The Letter of Paul to the Romans (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1967), p. 144.

100 The Anchor Bible: Romans (New York: Doubleday, 1993), pp. 651-52.
Fitzmyer also notes that the Essenes lodged in one of the Qumran caves a scroll
including this precept (p. 653).
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. . . if “spirit” is understood as an apposition to the preceding noun
only (“atmbsphere," lit. “dominion of the air), it may qualify the air
as a substance that is breathed in by man and poisons his thoughts
and actions. In this case the devil would be denoted as the ruler
who poisons the atmosphere, producing a devastating stench or
killing in the manner of the aftereffect of atomic explosions or
industrial air pollution.101

Given the diversity of Barth’s modern applications of the mechanism of evil
atmospheric influence, pestilential affliction looms just as largely as a
candidate—a popular one—upon which to fully develop the comparison.
Contagious infidelity in this case spreads in the form of carnal desire
associated with impure thought that is satisfied, ironically, by close contact with
others: “Among whom also we all had our conversation in times past in the lusts
of our flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of the mind” for which activity
God will consider th.em “children of wrath” (Ephesians 2. 3), a designation of
God’s that would be more suitably found in the Old Testament.192 However, Paul
next specifies a distinctly New Testament attribute of God, “who is rich in
mercy” (Ephesians 2. 4), gracious enough to provide sinners with the divine
contact that will supersede the plague of sensuality and yield protective barriers
against any further threat of such infection: “Even when we were dead in sins,
[God] hath quickened us together with Christ, (by grace ye are saved;) And hath
raised us up together, and made us sit together in heavenly places in Christ

Jesus” (Ephesians 2. 5-6). This safeguard, a type of cordon sanitaire,

101 Markus Barth, The Anchor Bible: Ephesians 1-3 (New York: Doubleday,
1974), p. 215.



automatically follows the conscious decision to renounce infidelity and select
faith (Ephesians 2. 7-8). Thus the faithful “are made nigh by the blood of Christ”
and protected from one infection by the erosion of a barrier to God’s grace that
had previously existed: “For he is our peace, who hath made both one, and hath
broken down the middle wall of partition between us” (Ephesians 2. 13-14).103
Unquestionably sensitive to the rhetorical enticements craftily employed
by promoters of paganism, Paul warns the Colossians to guard against alluring
arguments, in a sense exhorting them to maintain a prophylactic barrier to

pestilential persuasion. Paul calls for redoubled awareness of the importance of

“the acknowledgement of the mystery of God, and of the Father, and of Christ . .

. lest any man should beguile you with enticing words” (Colossians 2. 2-4). The
positive connotations of “beguile” and “enticing words” of the Authorized
Version—terms perhaps appropriate to describe Paul’s providential influence
among the Romans during his captivity—find harsher equivalents in the Rheims
New Testament: “. . . that no man may deceive you by loftiness of words”
(Colossians 2. 4). As shall be noted in a following chapter, the seventeenth-
century equivalent of such an infectious threat is found in Satan’s insidious
inducements, just as the epitome of spiritual defence against them is typified in
the impregnabie faith of the lady in Milton’s Comus.

Just as Christian sermonizing providentially defies barriers to its

proliferation, the gospel at times spreads of its own free will. Limitless potential

102 Thompson, op. cit., p. 44.

103 Milton, who fully develops the use of the irreligion-infection analogy
throughout his writing career, expounds upon this passage in likewise arguing
that the ideally conscientious pastor would no longer mandate that the
congregation “be separated in the Church by vails and partitions as laicks and
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for dissemination—at least according to one interpretation—is described by Paul,

who observes that the worship of false gods in the pagan world has been
supernaturally supplanted by “the gospel, which ye have heard, and which was
preached to every creature which is under heaven . . . ” (Colossians 1. 21-23).
Althoﬁgh this claim of such extensive penetration may amount to hyperbole,
“Paul may also mean that the news about Jesus Christ has spread even where
the Church’s evangelists have not been.”1%4 Such divine aid, however, is denied
to rival systems of belief. Although false religion is deprived of divine alinient,
oral transmission of anti-Christian dogma nonetheless looms largely enough to
pose a contagious threat to Christianity. Just as in Romans 3. 13-19 (see above),
unrestrained communication can prove dangerously influential, according to
James, who delineates irreligion as identifiable through irresponsible speech: “If
any man among you seem to be religious, and bridleth not his tongue, but
deceiveth his own heart, this man’s _religion is vain” (James 1. 26).

Charitable action takén to yield identifiable, palpable benefits—rather
than those entered upon for the sake of appearance (those which are disdained
by Paul)—constitute a preservative safeguard against spiritual contamination,
that which can be considered akin to infection: “Pure religion and undefiled
bef;ore God and the Father is this, To visit the fatherless and widows in their
affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world” (J ames 1. 27).

Uninfected belief, then, consists of “practical kindness . . . and personal

unclean,” thus allowmg for the benevolent influence of pastoral guidance to
disseminate unimpeded among the parishioners (Complete Prose Works, 1, 838)

104 Thompson, op. cit., p. 138.
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purity,”1%the latter of which seems obviously necessary for the achievement of
pure religion. Thus this one aspect of Christianity, performing genuine acts of
kindness, protects not only those who take action but also those left unprotected
for whatever reason, from contamination: “Such works of love will enable
[Christians] to keep themselves unspotted by the world and its ugly intrigues,”
according to Bo Reicke, who also notes that James’s espousal of works in this
capacity is not contradictory with faith-driven Paulinism, which denounces doers
of empty deeds.106
' After the call to service of the first disciples at the Sea of Galilee, Jesus
demonstrates his antidotal potency—both spiritually and physically—to eradicate
the ills of his followers. If the preaching process is viewed from an
epidemiological perspective, Jesus simultaneously simultaneously spreads the
“contagion” of Christianity and dissipates physical infections from afflicted
individuals:
And Jesus went about all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues,
#nd preaching the gospel of the kingdom, and healing all manner
of diseases among the people. And his fame went throughout all
Syria: and they brought unto him all sick people that were

possessed with devils, and those which were lunatick, and those

that had the palsy; and he healed them. (Matthew 4. 23-24)107

105 R R. Williams, The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible:
The Letters of John and James (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965),
p- 108.

106 The Anchor Bible: The Epistles of James, Peter, and Jude (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday, 1964), p. 25.

107 Burton, in the preface to The Anatomy of Melancholy, cites Matthew 4. 23 to
justify his medical disquisition: “A good divine either is or ought to be a good
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To the same degree that the blossoming of infectious illness is checked, the
spread of Jesus's reputation increases exponentially to the point of generating
“great multitudes” of faithful followers from throughout the region (Matthew 4.
25). Ironically, Jesus eradicates physical infection by spreading the message of
spiritual salvation in the synagogues, which can be seen as metonymical
tenements of Judaism. Whereas infidelity in the Old Testament precedes
infectious affliction, the latter is mercifully alleviated in the New Testament by
embracing God’s kingdom, a reflection of the emphasis on benevolence rather
than on punishment, on forgiveness rather than destruction.

Following upon the discussions between Jesus and the adversarial
Pharisees involving illness metaphor (Matthew 9. 10-12) and imbedded in
Matthew’s pericope describing the healing of two blind men, is a passage that
exemplifies a recurring epidemiological paradox in what Robert Alter describes
as a “type-scene”—a passage following a fixed pattern—that he has identified in
the Hebrew Bible.108 In these formulaic episodes, Jesus either requests or
demands that beneficiaries of his healing contact refrain from revealing to
others any details of the deeds of disinfection: “And their eyes were opened; and
Jesus straitly charged them, saying See that no man know it. But they, when
they were departed, spread abroad his fame in all that country” (Matthew 9. 30-
31). Variations of this same “type-scene” occur in Mark 1. 23-28, 1. 41-44, and 3.
11-12, all pointing to an elemental interrelationship between religion and
dissemination of doctrine. Ironically, in Matthew’s version here (and in those of

Mark’s as well), the healed men gloriously defy Jesus’s injunction (the Ampliﬁed»

physician, a spiritual physician at least, as our Saviour calls Himself, and was
indeed” (I, 37). '
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Bible translation points to the fervor with which the men broadcast their
message with “blazed and spread,”%9 and by doing so, only further spread the
gospel through word of mouth and at the same time heightening Jesus’s
popularity to such an extent that the seemingly unstoppable force of the
movement in part will lead ultimately to his crucifixion.

All of Jesus’s healing endeavours prepare the way for the curative
missions of the apostles, literally the “ones sent forth.” Another such episode
immediately precedes Jesus’s instructions to the dozen designees of the
missionary movement (Matthew 10. 1-42): “And Jesus went about all the cities
and villages, teaching in their synagogues, and preaching the gospel of the
kingdom, and healing every sickness and every disease among the people”
(Matthew 9. 35). Through his contact with others, Jesus communicates his
curative capacity: “Matthew has already spoken of the authority of Jesus...in
teaching and in work. Here he depicts Jesus transmitting this authority to the
disciples.”10 Although his illness eradication efforts are not wasted, it becomes
clear that other agents of hea.ling are desperately needed: “But when he saw the
multitudes, he was moved with compassion on them, because they fainted, and
were scattered abroad, as sheep having no shepherd” (Matthew 9. 36). Using an
agricultural metaphor, Jesus then concludes that “{t]he harvest truly is
plenteous, but the labourers are few” (Matthew 9. 37). The prayer for additional
agents is immediately answered (Matthew 9. 38). Only after such a

determination are the twelve apostles instructed and sent forth to disseminate

108 The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Harper Collins, 1981), pp. 50-51.
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110 W.F, Albright and C.S. Mann, The Anchor Bible: Matthew (Garden City, NY:

Doubleday, 1971), p. 117.



the gospel, a move which will exponentially increase the capability to broadcast
the gospel and make the “anti-infection infection” even more potent when the
urgency of the mission demands such potency: “And when he had called unto
him his twelve disciples, he gave them power against unclean spirits, to cast
them out, and to heal all manner of sickness and all manner of disease”
(Matthew 10. 1).

Although twentieth-century Bible translations indicate that both Mark
and Matthew in their accounts of Jesus’s apocalyptic discourse on the Mount of
Olives withhold plague from the list of foretold ills facing humanity at the end of
time (Matthew 24. 7 and Mark 13. 8), the Rheims New Testament and the
Authorized Version both include “pestilences” among Matthew’s list of
catastrophes. For seventeenth- and eighteenth-century readers of the Bible,
Matthew’s account of Jesus’s pronouncements recalls Yahwist condemnation
(and metaphorical association) by including the equivalents of plague and false
.religion in his catalogue 6f calamities: “For nation shall rise against nation, and
kingdom against kingdom: and there shall be famines, and pestilences, and
earthquakes; in divers places” (Matthew 24. 7). Significantly enough,
plague—just as is each of the other two afflictions—is a means to an ultimate
castigatory termination:

All these aré the beginning of sorrows. Then shall they deliver you
up to be afflicted, and shaﬁ kill you: and ye shall be hated of all
nations for my name’s sake. And then shall many be offended, and
shall betray one another, and shall hate one another. And many
false prophets shall rise, and shall deceive many (Matthew 24. 8-

11).



81

Matthew’s account of the discourse in its seventeenth-century manifestation
turns on its head the Old Testament mechanism of plague as the punitive
corollary of idolatry; here, false messiahs spread epidemiologically as the ensual
of one of the primary stages of affliction: pestilence. Apostasy and infection here
have representation as separate but inevitably related entities.

Although Mark—and technically Matthew—omit plague from the array
of apocalyptic eventualities (Mark 13. 8), Luke adds both “commotions"—possibly
the result of the spread of religious insurrection—and “pestilences” among the
disasters in his narrative. Placing infectious disease last perhaps gives it greatest
attention in its ultimate placement among the catalogue:

And he said, Take heed that ye be not deceived: for many shall
come in my name, saying, I am Christ; and the time draweth near:
go ye not therefore after them. But when ye shall hear of wars
and commotions, be not terrified: for these things must first come
to pass; but the end is not by and by. Then he said unto them,
‘Nation shall rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom:
And great earthquakes shall be in divers places, and famines, and
pestilences; and fearful sights and great signs shall there be from
heaven. (Luke 21. 8-11)
‘Ironically, it is from the Mount of Olives, the site of Jesus’s influential
dissemination of predictive prophecy (as cited above), that Jesus is apprehended
after praying and being betrayed by Judas (Luke 22. 39-53) and taken before the
Sanhedrin (Luke 22. 66-71), actions that viewed jointly may be seen as an effort
by Jesus’s antagonists to diminish his contagious, and for them noxious,

influence. -
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Setting aside the thorny question of whether Luke’s language points to
his having a medical background, the third apostle views (and records) events
through the lens of a contagion metaphor, most notably in his account of Paul’s
legal proceeding stemming from charges of openly advocating Jewish
unorthodoxy in Caesarea. The weight of modern scholarship now maintains that
detailed nineteenth-century vocabulary analyses of Luke’s writings—paired with
the medical writings of Plato, Xenophon, Herodotus, Hippocrates, Thucydides
and others—do not yield any certain determination of the extent to which the
writer of Acts and Luke betrays a medical background:

. therg is any argument from the cases . .. where Luke uses
words in the same technical sense as do the doctors, this
argument is more than offset by the many cases. . . in which
words that have a special technical meaning among the doctors
are used by Luke in an entirely different sense.111
Regardless of whether Luke was steepgd in medical terminology, the evangelist
shares—and may have been influenced by—Paul’s perceptiveness with respect
to discussing dynamics of religion in biological terms.

Biological overtones inform the arrest, imprisonment and trial of Paul
after infuriating a mob of Pharisaical Jews by favouring association with
Gentiles. When Paul is unable to offer an effective defence, he is rescued from

the bloodthirsty purists by Roman soldiers and—ostensibly for his own

111 Henry J. Cadbury, Harvard Theological Studies VI: The Style and Literary
Method of Luke (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1920), p. 45. F.F.
Bruce, in The Acts of the Apostles, 2nd edn (Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans, 1952), pp. 4-6, reinforces Cadbury’s skeptical reception of the
linguistic analysis of W.K. Hobart in The Medical Language of St Luke (Dublin,
1882).



protection—brought before the Judaean governor Antonius Felix in 52 for an
inquiry (Acts 21. 27-23. 35). Prior to his hearing before Felix, Paul is held for five
days in King Herod’s headquarters (Acts 23. 35-24. 1). Whether or not Luke
recognized it as such, Paul’s detention serves as imprisonment as well as a
prophylactic measure that temporarily inhibits the chief apostle’s ministry.
Notably, this doctrinal control of Paul is preceded and foreshadowed in Acts by
the arrests of the apostles Peter and John by the Sadducees for broadcasting
proclamations identifying Jesus as the Messiah: “The teaching of Peter and John
was stirring up popular enthusiasm,”12 a groundswelling that would soon defy
control.
Faced with rapidly spreading acceptance of the message of the apostles,
the Jewish leaders in Jerusalem seek to inhibit the movement’s momentum,
first by imprisoning the apostolic sources of what for the Temple council was
considered doctrinally infectious insurrection:
And as they [Peter and John] spake unto the people, the priests,
and the captain of the temple, and the Sadducees, came upon
them, Being grieved that they taught the people, and preached
through Jesus the resurrection from the dead. And they laid
hands upon them, and put them in hold unto the next day ...
(Acts 4. 1-3)

Herein a strong connection may be identified between the incarceration of the

missionaries and the interest among the Jewish elite to stifle such successful

sermonizing:

112 J W, Packer, The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible:
The Acts of the Apostles, p. 38.



In this the Sadducees took the initiative since the Temple was
within their jurisdiction. They were constitutionally opposed to
messianic movements of any kind which might disturb the status
quo, but in addition any doctrine of resurrection was against their
convictions, and the identification of Jesus with the new Moses
was outrageous. They therefore put an end to Peter’s sermon and
clapped the apostles in the guard room.113
From the perspective of the Jewish authorities, the damage had already been
done, perhaps irrevocably so, contributing in part to their eventual exasperation
with the detainees and their determination to broadcast their news as widely as
possible: “Howbeit many of them which heard the word believed; and the
number of the men was about five thousand,” thus prompting the convocation of
the accused before the Temple leaders the following day (Acts 4. 4-6).
Directing attention to God’s providential involvement in the proceedings,
Luke notes that Peter was “filled with the Holy Ghost” (Acts 4. 8), inspiration
that to the priestly arbiters represents the infectious threat. Such episodes of
infusion are extraordinary and therefore greatly feared by the Jewish rulers:
“The permanent indwelling of the Holy Spirit in a believer must be contrasted
with special moments of inspiration, such as the present . . . "114 After pondering
the miracle of the healed man before them and the swelling numbers of
Christians, the rulers and council members decide on a course of action which
when revealed amounts to nothing more than instructing the evangelists to

desist from further diffusion of Jesus’s messiahship:

113 Neil, Harper’s Bible Commentary, p. 425.
114 Bruce, The Acts of the Apostles, p. 120.



But that it [Christianity] spread no further among the people, let
us straitly threaten them, that they speak henceforth to no man
in this [Jesus’s] name. And they called them [Peter and John), and
commanded them not to speak at all nor teach in the name of
Jesus” (Acts 4. 17-18).
Such a judgement, according to Johannes Munck, was the best hope for halting
the spread of the burgeoning religion: “This to them [the authorities]) seemed to
be the only way to stop the spread of the story of the healing. So they decided to
forbid the apostles to speak in the name of Jesus.”'15 However, as Munck notes,
the Sanhedrin fail “to forbid their healing in the name of Jesus”116—a crucial
oversight. Just as Yahweh providentially ensures that the Israelites flee
Pharaoh’s Egypt to settle in the promised land (Exodus 7. 8-13. 16), God
engineers the discharge of the apostles so that dissemination of the Gospel can
continue unhindered.

Just such heavenly assurance that the broadcast of ;apostolic revelations
will continue occurs when Peter and the other apostles are miraculously freed
from “;:he common prison” in which they are placed by the Sadducees for
defiantly healing, preaching and converting those from Jerusalem and environs
(Acts 5.1 2-18). With regard to this healing activity, it is significant that even the
ephemeral “shadow of Peter passing by” eradicates illness among the afflicted
(Acts 5. 15-16), thus casting the twelve apostles as “anti-plague” agents: that
which opposes their influence, by relafion, is infectious and evil. Paradoxically

but fully understandably, this missionary form of contagion is divinely

115 The Anchor Bible: The Acts of the Apostles (Garden City, NY: Doubleday,
1967), p. 35.
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sanctioned as a counter to obstacles against its dissemination, such as
imprisonment: “But the angel of the Lord by night opened the prison doors, and
brought them [the apostles] forth, and said, Go, stand and speak in the temple to
the people all the words of this lifg,” which they promptly begin achieving early
the next morning (Acts 5. 19-21).

Much of the indignation of the Jewish council members could derive from
suspicion that not all of the prison guards remained loyally uncontaminated by
their apostle prisoners: “The ‘angel’ who set them free may have been a secret
sympathiser among the guards, which would explain the dismayed concern of
the Sadducees as to where this insidious doctrine would end.”117 As the spread of
the faith among the local population continues, the leaders of the anti-Christian
sect become unnerved, especially the high priest: “. . . Did not we straitly
command you that ye should not teach in this [Jesus’s] name? and, behold, ye
have filled J érusalem with your doctrine, and intend to bring this man’s blood
upon us” (Acts 5. 28). Here Christianity is viewed as an insurgent belief
threatening the Jewish religious order.

Not surprisingly, when considered from this Jewish perspective, the
mission of Paul and Silas to establish a following at Thessalonica is seen as the
introduction of factioué contagion. Striking at the most likely source of potential
converts, the missionaries, following their modus operandi, begin preaching in
the synagogue with identifiable success: “And some of them believed, and
consorted with Paul and Silas; and of the devout Greeks a great multitude, and

of the chief women not a few” (Acts 17. 1-3). Alarmed at the sudden loss of

118 Ibid., p. 35.
117 Neil, Harper’s Bible Commentary, p. 426.



faithful Israelites and the conversion of other Thessalonians, a faction of
envious Jews “gathered a company and set all the city on an uproar,” hoping to
find Paul and Silas at the home of Jason, apparently their host (Acts 17. 5). Upon
finding them absent, the gathering of agitated Jews, as might be expected,
describe Paul and Silas to a group of magistrates using language resonant of
that used in another significant contemporary irreligion-infection metaphor:
“These that hﬁve turned the world upside down are come hither also,” adding
that the members of the Christian congregation “do contrary to the decrees of
Caesar, saying that there is another king, one Jesus” (Acts 17. 6-7). Significantly,
the Greek word rendered “world” in Acts 17. 6 is the same Greek term used
earlier by Claudius, whé in his letter to the Alexandrians describes Jews as “a
general plague throughout the whole world.”118 Such linguistic resonance
indicates a sensitivity on the part of Luke and/or the infuriated Jewish party
toward representing religious activity as an epidemiological phenomenon.

In considering the Old Testament, the gospels, and the rest of the New
Testament as a three-act drama, William Neil’s categorization of Revelation as
the epilogue seems especially justifiable, given that he labels Genesis 1-11 as its
prologue. By making this designation, Neil places Sarah’s infection of Pharaoh
(Genesis 12), at the opening of his first act of the “divine drama.”119 Such a
categorization draws attention to the metaphorical fusion of irreligion and
contagion that runs from Genesis to Revelation. Revelation represents a
departure from the mechanics of the dissemination of the gospel and its

concomitant salubrious influence, to the distant transcendence of a concern with

118 Bruce, Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free (Grand Raplds, MI: William B.
Eerdmans, 1977), p. 226



the future in the nonetheless vivid apocalypse of John. Plague once again
emerges as a form of punishment to be inflicted for spiritual transgression,
bringing full-circle the metaphorical relationship between infidelity and
infection.

Punitive scourges of increasing severity continue to emerge in Revelation
in various forms (among them pestilence), with the opening of the seven seals
and the sounding of the seven trumpets. The angels sounding the trumpets
broadcast afflictive infection through the atmosphere with the sixth and
penultimate trumpet blast yielding a forceful connection between plague and
idolatry: the former is the punishment of the latter, ironically a ‘phenomenon
which also spreads as if by contagion. Four angels bolstered by 200 million
mounted warriors are released to kill a third of mankind with emissions of fire,
smoke and sulphur from the horses’ mouths (Revelation 9. 18). When the
smoke clears and the “third part of men [have been] killed” by these three
afflictions, those remaining include the perpetually contagious idolaters who also
happen to be killers, magicians, sexual libertines and thieves:

And the rest of the men which were not killed by these plagues
yet repented not of the works of their hands, that they should not
worship devils, and idols of gold, and silver, and brass, and stone,
and of wood: which neither can see, nor hear, nor walk: Neither
repented they of their murders, nor of their sorceries, nor of their
fornication, nor of their thefts. (Revelation 9. 18-21)

As is frequently demonstrated in Hebrew scripture, complete eradication

of pestilential irreligion would render punitive plague unnecessary, thereby

119 Harper’s Bible Commentary, p. 5317.



altering the dynamics of spiritual influence. Some of the congregation always
must remain for the apocalyptic message to maintain its full force of influence,
and for the benevolent faith to ultimately spread—as much as is
possible—pandemically.

Suspending temporarily the narrative (and contagious) progress of the
divine adjudication, the “mighty angel come down from heaven” (Revelation 10.
1) aborts the anticipated disclosure of doom that would accompany the blowing
of the seventh trumpet.‘Signiﬁcantly, its full force is not determined until the
unveiling of the ark of the covenant, which lies safely quarantined within God’s
heavenly sanctuary: “And the temple of God was opened in heaven, and there
was seen in his temple the ark of his testament: and there were lightnings, and
voices, and thunderings, and an earthquake, and great hail” (Revelation 11. 19).
Significantly, the ark itself has already been associated simultaneously with both
divinity and infection, especially in its transporting deadly contagion throughout
Philistine communities in a demonstration of God’s supremacy (I Samuel 4-6).
Here again, the revelation of the ark of the covenant precedes—and may in fact
precipitate—the intensified punishments that the spillage of the contents of the
seven bowls of wrath upon the world, brings with the return to the main
narrative in Revelation 16. According to at least one interpretation, the
interrupted seventh trumpet blast generates all of the ensuing inflictions:
“There is a sense in which the seventh trumpet extends over the succeeding

chapters (12-19) including the outpouring of the seven bowls with their plagues .

»120

120 T F, Glasson, The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible:
The Revelation of John (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), p. 71.
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Contagion and irreligion fuse repeatedly in John the Divine’s vision,
perhaps in no instance as much as by designating “the seven angels having the
seven last plagues” (Revelation 15. 1). As noted by J. Massyngberde Ford, the
word used here for “plagues” is the same used in the Septuagint to refer to the
death of the firstborn in Exodus 11. 1-9.121 Characterized as mephitic
messengers, the angels play a key role in the divine dramatic epilogue, and,
paradoxically, at least upon first inspection, plague—just as with the evil angels
of the Old Testament—is deified in a religious manifestation. Echoing the
metonymical significance of the temple and the ark of the covenant standing for

God (Revelation 11.19), the temple containing the “tabernacle of the testimony”

opens: “And the seven angels came out of the temple, having the seven plagues .

. . And one of the four beasts gave unto the seven angels seven golden vials
[bowls] full of the wrath of God, who liveth for ever and ever” (Revelation 15. 5-
.

Given that God’s indignation fills the bowls, something of God inheres in
the plagues or is even indistinguishable from the substance driving the ensuing
catastrophes commanded by “a great voice” (Revelation 16. 1), the first of which
correlates to the plague of boils (Exodus 9. 10-11): “And the first went, and
poured out his vial upon the earth; and there fell a noisome and grievous sore
upon the men which had the mark of the beast, and upon them which
worshipped his image” (Revelation 16. 2). If this non-specific plague of
sores—here virtually analogous to false worship—has its origin in the

corresponding Exodus plague, it may be provoked by “the ashes from the

121 The Anchor Bible: Revelation (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1975), p. 252.
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incense shovels or the contents of the libation bowls,”122 further establishing an
already powerful fusion of idolatry and contagion.

Such a relationship between irreligion and infection is again implied
(although not specifically mentioned as elsewhere in Revelation) in the
allegorical vision of the destruction of Babylon (Rome), which foreshadows
actual pestilential decimation of Rome centuries later that follows (from a
Christian perspective) upon the idolatry of enforced emperor worship. Although
“Babylon is condemned for her luxury, uncleanness and corrupting
influence”123—all of which are “éontagious" offences begging inevitable
pestilential punishment—the foremost malefaction derives from the Roman
destruction of Jerusalem and in the process the killings of “holy apostles and
prophets” who are avenged with the destruction of Babylon (Revelation 18. 20).
Unwarranted elimination of the agents of Christianity necessitates the removal
of the afflicting Romans. Preceding the annihilation of Babylon is a divine
warning that echoes a reference to the ancient Babylon (Jeremiah 51. 45): *And
I heard another voice from heaven, saying, Come out of her, my people, that ye
be not partakers of her sins, and that ye receive not of her plagues” (Revelation
18. 4).

Continued contact with the Roman infidels engenders even greater
temptation to succumb to contagious spiritual influence. Recommending a
punishment twice as severe as would be assigned under the even exchange of
lex talionis, the heavenly speaker invokes twofold castigation because of Rome’s

notoriously noxious misdeeds which seem to threaten an infectious incursion

122 Ibid., p. 261.
123 Glasson, op. cit., p. 101.



into the empyrean: “For her sins have reached unto heaven, and God hath
remembered her iniquities. Reward her even as she rewarded you, and double
unto her double according to her works: in the cup which she hath filled fill to
her double” (Revelation 18. 5-6). Appropriately enough, the punishment for
Rome’s paganism involves pesfilential affliction:
How much she hath glorified herself, and lived deliciously, so
much torment and sorrow give her: for she saith in her heart, I sit
a queen, and am no widow, and shall see no sorrow. Therefore
shall her plagues come in one day, death, and mourning, and
famine; and she shall be utterly burned with fire: for strong is the
Lord God who judgeth her. (Revelation 18. 7-8)
The seemingly expansive scourges that bring about the cataclysmic demise of
Rome collapse into “one day” or “one hour,” require compounded anguish
because of their relatively ephemeral duration.

Significantly, when considered from a biological viewpoint, those who
have had contact with Rome (especially those who have profited from their
relationships) grieve—as if suffering through a vicarious infection—over the
erasure of Rome:

And the kings of the earth, who have committed fornication and
lived deliciously with her, shall bewail her, and lament for her,
when they shall see the smoke of her burning, Standing afar off
for the fear of her tbrment, saying, Alas, alas, that great city
Babylon, that mighty city! for in one hour is thy judgment come.

(Revelation 18. 9-10)
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In this, the first of three lamentations over the incinerated harlot-city, the
connection between apostasy and deadly contagion is evident: “First comes the
dirge of the kings of the earth, who in this chapter appear to represent all those
in authority who have refused to accept the rule of Yahweh and cooperated in
the unfaithfulness of Jerusalem,” such as Herod the Great who “introduced
Hellenistic and Roman customs, contrary to orthodox Jewish beliefs.”124 Thus
cénsciousness on the part of the world’s leaders of the mortal consequence of
having infectious contact with idolatrous Rome is apparent. Although
maintaining a protective distance might help avoid indirect but immediate and
concomitant punishment, the germ of infidelity already blossoms among them.
Fittingly, Revelation ends with perhaps the most forceful image depicting
. a bond between these two metaphorical elements:
For I testify unto every man that heareth the words of the
prophecy of this book, If ﬁny man shall add unto these things, God
shall add unto him the plagues that are written in this book. And if
any man shall take away from the words of the book of this
prophecy, God shall take away his part out of the book of life, and
out of the holy city, and from the things which are written in this
book. (Revelation 22. 18-19)
Any supplemental soothsaying—which for John would be by definition false
prophecy—entails the infliction of additional plagues; in a sense, unsanctioned
prophecy and pestilential punishment are one and the same. Just as Oceania’s

insubordinate citizens in Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four are prophylactically

124 J, Massyngberde Ford, The Anchor Bible: Revelation (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday, 1975), p. 304.



excised from a potentially rebellious existence (they become “unpersons”), those
who detract from John’s apocalyptic vision are entirely effaced from the earth in
what also be seen as a sanitary measure to protect the purity of the faith. Such
is, with numerous variations, the solution proposed to inhibit the further spread,
especially of Puntamsm, in seventeenthcentury England and even into the
eighteenth centur&, principally by vAnglican apologists, yet as in the case of
Milton, the irreligion-infection metaphor is malleable enough for employment in

any doctrinal arsenal.
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Contagious Nonconformity: Anglican Apologetics and the Development of
the Irreligion-Infection Metaphor in Seventeenth-Century English
Literature

Coinciding with the exacerbation of increasingly intense religious
controversy that swelled in the first quarter of the seventeenth century in
England, doctrinal polemicists in rhetorical entanglements throughout the
century—either directly or implicitly—consistently employ a distinctively
vituperative metaphor linking, in most cases, various manifestations of
Puritanism, with biological infection. Anglican apologists, in doing so, not only
draw upon biblical narratives involving the nexus between false religion and
contagion, but also bear in mind literal pestilential epidemics in applying this
ﬁgurative denigration. Beginning with Robert Burton and extending through
the second half of the century to include John Cleveland, Meric Casaubon,
Henry More, Samuel Butler and Samuel Parker, these authors also respond to
consistent and widespread contemporary usage of this metaphorical
phenomenon. Among the Anglicans in this period, Burton and Swift represent
the alpha and omega of the most noteworthy employers of this plague analogy,
and both specifically designate Puritanism as an infectious menace—a
categorization madé especially virulent given the continual threat of deadly
plague epidemics.

Burton, whose divine undertaking in The Anatbmy of Melancholy (1621)
breaks new ground by treating‘anathematized religion as infection; incorporates

a priestly devotion to preserving the population from epidemic malevolence,
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wherein he idgntiﬁes a parallel to Christ’s role as spiritual physician.! Feeding
off the same dogmatic sustenance, the Cavalier poet Cleveland emphatically
denounces Scotland, the fountainhead of Presbyterianism, as “a Nation
Epidemicall” in “The Rebell Scot” (1658). Casaubon tentatively connects
dissenting enthusiasm with contagious disease in Tréatise concerning
Enthusiasme (1655), and his fellow Anglican More does so with equally
submerged allusion in Enthusiasmus Triumphatus (1656).2 Parker, later a
bishop, broaches the subject of infectious irreligion in his anti-Platonist A Free
and Impartial Censure of the Platonick Philosophie (1667), and Butler provides
an immediately contemporary example of this plague analogy in a literary
vacuum: in one of his Characters, a collection begun in the same year Parker’s
pamphlet was published yet left unpublished until 1759, the latter labels
Calvinism as a pestilential influence. Nonethless, Butler herein echoes his
drinking companion Cleveland’s dismissals of the Scottish kirk, and strikingly

presages Swift’s own characterization of Presbyterians as epidemic enthusiasts:

1 The Anatomy of Melancholy, ed. by Thomas C. Faulkner, Nicolas K. Kiessling,
and Rhonda L. Blair, 4 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), I, 22. Michael Heyd
sees Burton as “a natural and convenient starting point” for an enquiry into
“some of the ways by which the medical and philosophical tradition which linked
- enthusiasm with melancholy penetrated the vocabulary and contents of
religious polemics in the seventeenth century, particularly in England,” in
“Robert Burton’s Sources on Enthusiasm and Melancholy: From a Medical
Tradition to Religious Controversy,” in History of European Ideas 5 (1984), p. 18.
3 Thomas L. Canavan finds gradations in the anti-Puritan writings of Burton,
Casaubon, More and Swift. The Anatomy of Melancholy and A Tale of a Tub
“express the Anglican clergyman’s rejection of Puritan enthusiasm, while in
other works, Meric Casaubon and Henry More, writing with less obvious
partisan intentions, warn of the threat of enthusiasm to both liberty and
rationality” (“Robert Burton, Jonathan Swift, and the Tradition of Anti-Puritan
Invective,” Journal of the History of Ideas, 34, 1973), p. 227. It should be recalled
that the attacks of Casaubon and More were likely tempered by their having
been written and published during the interregnum.
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“His [the Presbyterian’s] gifts are found to be contagious, and so are shut up,
that they may not infect others.”

Burton marks the watershed of seventeenth-century development of the
irreligion-infection metaphor for, among other reasons, emphasizing the
contagious nature of spiritual as well as physical disease to a greater extent than
his predecessors.® Providing a foundation for Swift’s designation of Jack’s
Presbyterians twice in A Tale of a Tub (1704) as the “Epidemick Sect of ZLolists,”
Burton in The Aﬁatomy consistently links widespread infection with religious
extremism, especially dissenting enthusiasm. As one would expect, Burton’s
description of the contagious character of heterodoxy finds its greatest
treatment in Section 4 of Partition III, “Religious Melancholy”—the last major
subject of the work. However, almost as predictably, the presentation of spiritual
deviation as a pestilential hazard also finds its way into the copious satirical
preface “Democritus to the Reader” and into all three partitions of the
encyclopedic treatment of the disease with a myriad of causes, cures and

categories.

Significantly, Burton, who is recognized widely by scholars as the seminal
source of one strain of anti-Puritan and anti-Catholic invective in the

seventeenth century, declares toward the very end of the preface of the

3 “A Silenc'd Presbyterian,” in Samuel Butler: Characters, ed. by Charles W.
Daves (Cleveland, OH: Press of Case Western Reserve University, 1970), p. 312.
John Aubrey records that Cleveland “and Sam Butler, &c. of Grayes Inne, had a
Clubb every night” (“Samuel Butler,” in Aubrey’s Brief Lives, ed. by Oliver
Lawson Dick, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1962), p. 46.

4 Clarence M. Webster highlights the innovative nature of Burton’s overall
denigration of nonconformist extremism in maintaining that the Anglican divine
“began the real study of religious enthusiasm” in the third part of The Anatomy
of Melancholy (“Swift and Some Earlier Satirists of Puritan Enthusiasm,” in
PMILA, 48, 1933), p. 1141. '
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Anatomy that melancholy—one form of which is religious—is a disease widely
communicated among the population, implying from the beginning that the
malady may have contagious properties:
Being then as it is, a disease so grievous, 8o common, I know not
wherein to doe a more generall se;'vice, and spend my time better,
then to prescribe means how to’ prevent and cure so universall a
malady, an Epidemicall disease, that so often, so much crucifies
the body and minde.%
Burton also makes comparisons between doctrinal extremism and physical
contagion wherein Catholicism and Puritanism are assailed as infectious
systems of belief.® Indicative of Burton’s metaphorical intentions is the passage
in the Anatomy for which Burton is credited with the first usage of “epidemical”
or “epidemicall” as it pertains to the prevalence of a given disease:
We had need of some generall visiter in our age, that should
reforme what is amis [and perform such Herculean feats as] .. .
Cure us of our Epidemicall diseages, Scorbutum, Plica, morbus
- Neapolitanus, &c. End all our idle controversies, cut off our

- tumultuous desires, inordinate lusts, roote out Atheisme, impiety,

8 The Anatomy, I, 110. J.B. Bamborough holds that in this passage Burton “is
quite explicit about his intention in writing about melancholy” (Ibid., I, xxxiii).

8 Dennis G. Donovan concisely summarizes Burton’s antagonistic views toward
the doctrinal extremes of seventeenth-century England: “If the Catholic Church
was dangerous for its dogmatic insistence upon rites and ceremonies, the
separatist sects were just as dangerous for their insistence upon the stripping
away of all tradition” (“Robert Burton, Anglican Minister,” in Renaissance
Papers, 1967), p. 38. '
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heresy, schisme and superstition, which now so crucifie the World
T
Burton uses the term elsewhere in translating a statement of St Cyprian (d.
258), and in doing so implies a link between heterodoxy and pestilence: “Are you
shaken with warres, as Cyprian well urgeth to Demetrius, are you molested
with dearth and famine, is your health crushed with raging diseases? Is

mankinde generally tormented with Epidemicall maladies? tis all for your

sinnes . .. ™ Rosalie L. Colie, incidentally, identifies this first section of The
Anatomy, from which this quotation derives, as evidence that Burton “was able
to make up a fine sermon™—additional indication that the work may be classed
with othe_r seventeenth-century polemical tracts in spite of the fact that most
critics accept Burton’s misleading claim that he is abstaining from homiletic
discourse in favour of medical analysis.

Tracing the progress of this irreligion-infection metaphor through the
seventeenth century—specifically in the texts of four Anglican priests—supports
the conclusions of such modern scholars as Clarence M. Webster, George
Williamson, Phillip Mh, Thomas L. Canavan, Michael Heyd and Angus Ross,
all of whom have in one way 6r another convincingly identified Burton’s

influence on More and Casaubon, and in turn the influence of the latter two on

Swift, really the last seventeenth-century Anglican apologist to apply the

7Ibid., I, 84-85. Although the OED credits Burton in this passage with the first
usage of “epidemical” as it relates to disease, the term appears five years earlier
in Puritan preacher Thomas Adams’ The Diseases of the Soule: A Discourse
Divine, Morall, and Physicall (1616); “The sickness of this world is epidemical,
and hath with the invisible poison of a general pestilence infected it to the heart”
(The Works of Thomas Adams, 3 vols, I (Edinburgh: J. Nichol, 1861), p. 471.

8 The Anatomy, 1, 123.

® Paradoxia Epidemica: The Renaissance Tradition of Paradox, Pnnceton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1966), p. 446.
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metaphorical device.” On the one hand, for example, Catholicism is branded by
Burton as “adulta patriee pestis,” translated by Holbrook Jackson as “a full-
grown scourge of their country,” a phrase which in the Latin carries
connotations of infectious disease.!! Placing nonconformists in the same
contagious category, Burton says that “on the adverse side” of Catholics are
“nice and curious Schismaticks in another extreame . . .”?

Many of Burton’s attacks on the sectarians are implied or require
correlative attention to be paid to related passages elsewhere in the text. For
example, Burton employs a quotation twice to illustrate the relationship
between infidelity and infection; in the first instance, nonconformists are not
specifically targeted: “. . . Epicures, Atheists, Schismatickes, Heretickes; ki
omnes habent imaginationem loesam [they have all a diseased imagination]. ..

13 However, Burton in the second instance of this quotation specifically intends

10 Angus Ross concisely summarizes scholarship on the integral connections
between, specifically, Burton, More and Swift: “. . . Swift clearly stands in some
relationship with Burton, Henry More’s Enthusiasmus Triumphatus lying
between them. By his references More specifically acknowledges a debt to
Burton,” in “The Anatomy of Melancholy and Swift,” in Swift and His Contexts,
ed. by John Irwin Fischer, Hermann J. Real and James Woolley (New York:
AMS Press, 1989), p. 143. Significantly, all three employ the enthusiasm-
infection metaphor in polemic discourse.

11 The Anatomy, 1, 41; and The Anatomy of Melancholy, ed. by Holbrook
Jackson, 3 vols (London: J.M. Dent & Sons, 1932; repr. 1961), I, 55. Sir William
Smith and Sir John Lockwood list the primary definition of pestis as “an
infectious or contagious disease or sickness,” in their Latin-English Dictionary
(Edinburgh and London: W&R Chambers and John Murray, repr. 1976), p. 539.
Significantly, Burton, in reference to war, himself translates “quce pestis” two
pages later as “what plague” (I, 57). This suggests a powerful association
between Catholicism, Puritanism and infectious disease. :

12 The Anatomy, ed. by Faulkner and others, I, 41.

18 Ibid., 1, 105; the translation of the Latin phrase of Nymannus is that of
Jackson, I, 116. As an indication of Burton’s facility in identifying a variation of
the irreligion-infection metaphor in the Bible, he affixes to this passage a
reference to the “men of corrupt minds” (2 Timothy 3. 8), whose “madnesse shall

100



101

metaphorical application to overzealous Puritans, who, “howsoever they may
seeme to be discreet, and men of understanding in other matters, discourse well,
leesam habent imaginationem [they have a diseased imagination] . . . "4 Looking
ahead to Swift’s irrepressible Presbyterian Jack, Burton suggests that the
“madnesse and folly” of immoderately inspired Calvinists “breakes out beyond
measure,” implying a contagious force escaping from protective spiritual
quarantine and threatening to infect the untainted faithful.!® Underscoring this
figurative association, Burton exclaims that “sectaries . . . are as many almost as
there be diseases.”

In his section én the “Cure of Religious Melancholy,” Burton employs
scripture in suggesting that—excommunication—a form of spiritual
quarantine—should be employed as a last resort if counseling fails: “The
medium is best, and that which Paul prescribes” is attempting a cure through
“the spirit of meekenesse, by all faire meanes, gentle admonitions ..."™"
However, “. . . if that will not take place, . . . hee must bee excommunicat, as
Paul did by Hymenceus, delivered over to Satan.”® Burton further indicates his |

overriding concern to fulfil his ministerial role in seeking to protect parishioners

from the spread of contagious nonconformity by transforming a medical precept

be evident” (The Anatomy, ed. by Faulkner and others, I, 105), which is Burton’s
rendering of “folly shall be manifest” of the Authorized Version (2 Timothy 3. 9).
14 The Anatomy, 111, 388. The Latin translation is by Jackson, III, 372.

18 The Anatomy, ed. by Faulkner and others, III, 388, Burton’s Latin paraphrase
of this phrase is “in infinitum erumpit stultitia,” wherein the notion of an
outbreak can be understood in epidemiological terms. Additionally, Burton’s
prognosis for overzealous followers of Puritanism is ultimately insanity: “They
are certainely farre gone with melancholy, if not quite mad, .. . ” (Ibid., III, 388).
18 The Anatomy, ed. by Jackson, II, 209. _

17 The Anatomy, ed. by Faulkner and others, III, 394. Burton here paraphrases
Galatians 6. 1. ‘ ' ‘ : ‘
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into a spiritual one: “. .. As Hyz;pocrates said in Physicke, I may well say in
Diﬁﬁty, Quce ferro non curantur, ignis curat. For the vulgar, restraine them by
lawes, mulcts, burne their bookes, forbid their conventicles: for when the cause
is taken away, the effect will soon cease.”? All forms of admonishment should
be exhausted in an effort to reclaim wayward zealots: “Now for Prophets,
dreamers, and such rude silly fellowes, that through fasting, too much
meditation, preciseness, or by Melancholy are distempered, the best meanes to
reduce them . .. is to alter their course of life, and with conference, threats,
promises, perswasions, to entermixe Physicke.” Finally, however, Burton
allows that confinement—an exigency which w