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The Devil, History, and Studia Humanitatis
I would like to thank the Mortar Board for inviting me to present a last lecture.  I am indeed honored.  In keeping with the tradition of the Last Lecture series of presenting a talk that reveals something about myself, I would like discuss why I do what I do--why I research what I do, why I teach what I do, and why I am committed to a liberal arts education.

Let me begin with my research and specfically what I would do in a typical day in the life of research.  I read sixteenth- and seventeenth-century books, sometimes diaries, but mainly books--books of sermons and of treatises composed by English clerics, mostly Puritans, about sin and the devil.  The authors of these books were seeking above all to warn people about the enormity of human corruption and the threat of Satan and to proffer advice about how best to deal with the dangers of sin and the devil.  The diaries I read are of lay people--ordinary men and women--who took seriously the words of these clergymen and made record of their daily struggles with spiritual temptations.

The devil was omnipresent in the sixteenth- and seventeenth-centuries.  Indeed Satan haunted the minds of Christians as never before or after during this age of religious reform, religious war, and religious persecution.  The devil posed a formidable physical threat.  As a spiritual creature, the devil could traverse the ends of the earth in a heartbeat, and he could communicate instantly with his legion of demons, who acted in unison together.  The ultimate master of the black arts, he could raise tempests, create illusions, and assume physical forms such as animals and humans.  He was also the power behind his legions of human agents such as witches, warlords, and magicians.

But the people whose words I read were concerned less about the physcial damage that the devil  and his minions could do and more about the damage he could do to their souls.  The devil was to be feared most in his role as the Tempter, in his capacity to plant suggestions in our minds, to lure us to sin.  Satan was thought to be a master at this.  He was able to discern our inner thoughts and fashion his temptations accordingly.  He knew our individual weaknesses, our temptations of the flesh and our temptations to follow the world, and cunningly integrated his own temptations with those of the flesh and and the world.  The devil's masterplan was to draw victims either to "despair," so they lose hope in their own salvation, or to "security" and "presumption," a state of delusion wherein sinners believe they are in good standing with God but are in fact worldlings on the path to hell.  The latter spiritual condition, "carnal security," was thought to describe the fate of the vast majority of human beings.  The devil convinces people that sins are not sins and that they are good Christians.  He is able to do so because he comes to them as an "angel of light," presenting sins in an innocuous package, and luring people to sin gradually until sins become habitual.  Drawn to sin unwittingly and imperceptibly, the devil's victims commit evil while believing they are doing good or simply not reflecting at all about what they do. 

To combat such a formidable foe, clerics insisted that Christians must have a clear understanding of the precariousness of their situation.  They must, above all, recognize that they are sinners, that they are wholly corrupt and unable to resist the devil without God's grace and spirit.  They must also expect to be spiritually assaulted by the devil.  The preachers depicted the life of a Christian as a "warfare," a relentless battle against the "devil, world, and flesh."   Although such a life brought, as they acknowledged, "anguish of mind," it also brought comfort and assurance.  In a piece of logic found especially among Puritan thinking, the experience of spiritual turmoil was a sign of election; only those with God's grace could fathom the depth of their own sin or discern the temptations of Satan.  It was thought that God tested his children through the instrument of the devil's temptations, and that God provided the godly with the grace and spirit generally to recognize and overcome temptations.  Thus to be acutely conscious of your sins and to experience the assaults of the devil are good things.  On the other side, using sound Puritan logic, it is obvious that failure to recognize your sins and failure to feel the temptations of the devil were sure signs of "carnal security," of being deluded by the devil that your worldly ways are acceptable to God. 

As I have been describing to you the kinds of books I read, I would imagine that a few thoughts have crossed your mind, thoughts like "Frank Luttmer needs to get out more" and "why would he study something like that."  It is certainly a fair question to ask why I study what I do.  The appeal of such a topic lies precisely in its lack of appeal to the twentieth-century mind.  The Puritan mentality is not only unattractive to us.  It is extreme.  It is even slightly comical.  I must confess that I wondered if I were going to be able to mention to you the dangers of "carnal security" with a straight face.  To our mind, the warnings of preachers about the devil make no sense.  The logic alludes us.  

To the historian, finding something from a distant culture that makes no sense is a good thing.  It is a clue, a riddle to be solved: the more difficult, the more extreme, the more comical, the more illogical, the better.  It becomes an invitation for the historian to recover the original logic, to reconstruct the assumptions, beliefs, perceptions, and anxieties so as to see through the eyes, feel from the hearts, and reason from the minds of people who lived in distant times and places.  In the process, the historian recovers a piece of humanity, another way in which the human condition has been experienced and understood.

As I have worked to reconstruct the world view of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Christians worried by the dangers of the devil, I have been constantly reminded that I am not simply engaged in an intellectual excercise, closing another gap in our historiographical knowledge.  I have been sharing the lives of people seeking to cope with a problem--sin, the devil, and ultimately salvation--that mattered more to them than life itself.  Just such a reminder occurred to me last summer when I travelled to Guildhall Library in London to read the papers of one, Nehemiah Wallington, an obscure London artisan.  The library is located inside the old city of London, and I couldn't help but think as I was reading his words that almost 400 years ago this man was writing his journals just a short distance from where I was sitting.   

Wallington was raised in a Puritan household, and his journals and diaries are filled with references to devil.  As an adolescent, he suffered from a disease that the late twentieth-century would recognize as a natural and very common phenonenon: sexual attraction for women.  Young Nehemiah, however, interpreted such lusts as evidence of a "flithy, odious, and polluted heart" and as temptations of the devil.  Conscious of his sins, his "lust," "Lying," "Rash anger" and "dulnesse in the sarvice of God," he began to despair of his own salvation, reaching the conclusion that God would not save him.  Recalling "how suttelly Sathan temted mee," Nehemiah resolved to take his own life.  Each at the instigation of the devil, he tried to cut his own throat, hang himself, and poison himself.  He told his father that "the Devil will not let me alone," and his family apparently took every measure to protect him from himself.

While a modern observor may be inclined to blame the clergy for filling the minds of youth with terrifying, even deadly, images of the devil, an historical approach reveals a more complex reality in which the preachers themselves struggle with their roles as spiritual guides.  Although expressed in ponderous language and harsh stereotypes, their sermons reveal a genuine concern for the spiritual welfare of people like Nehemiah Wallington.  Indeed it is noteworthy that Wallington overcame his temptation to suicide following the message of the preachers, the very message I alluded to a moment ago as embodying a twisted logic.  He continued to experience temptations of the devil, world, and flesh, but he came to understand that "this is the condition of all people of God."  The fact that he was so acutely aware of his evil nature and of the assaults of the devil was a sign of God's love and an assurance of his salvation.  This world view may not be our own, but there was a coherence to it, and, within its own parameters, it worked.

It may be thought that our inability to penetrate such a world view is the result of the apparent extremity of its assumptions.  Evil--absolute evil--is everywhere.   Evil not only stalks us as an external threat in the form of the devil and his worldly agents.  It also lurks within our souls.  In John Calvin's words, "if the Lord were to permit human passion to follow its bent. No ravenous beast would rush so furiously, no stream, however rapid and violent, so impetuously burst its banks."  Consider for a moment the following assertions.  [insert freud and nietzsche]

The last two quotes are from Freud and Nietzsche, two of our the most influential teachers in the past century or so.  The three thinkers share similar views of unbridled human nature, and each believes there are psychological mechanisms to restrain our primal nature, though they disagree about the nature of those psychological mechanisms.  What distinguishes Calvin's view is that it conceives of divine grace as the principal cause of human behavior and that he expresses his views using a theological vocabulary.  

Evidence not only from influential thinkers but also from the experience of millions of common people in the twentieth-century would seem to force a reconsideration of an easy dismissal of the sixteenth-century conception of evil.  As an early modern historian, my only experience teaching 20th century European history comes in Foundations of the Modern Age.  When it is time to examine the period from 1914 to 1945, I want my students not only to analyze and interpret the origins of total war, totalitarianism, and mass terror, but also to confront it all on a human level, to begin to fathom the scope and nature of what humans beings are capable of doing to each other.  The journey that begins with battles killing over a million people and the surreal world of trench warfare, winds its way through the use of mass famine as a political weapon, Terror on an unprecedented scale, comes to an end with the 
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