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in troduction

The Question of Religion

benedict de spinoza did not have a religion—at least not in the usual 
sense of the word. He was brought up and educated within Amsterdam’s 
Jewish community, from which he was cast out in 1656, at the age of 
twenty- three. As far as we know, he made no effort to reconcile with this 
community: leaving it was, it seems, a welcome intellectual liberation.1 For 
the remaining twenty years of his life he pursued his philosophical enqui-
ries in conversation with Christians of vari ous sorts, while refusing to 
convert to Chris tian ity.2 In the seventeenth  century Spinoza was unusual, 
perhaps even unique, in engaging closely and deeply with theological 
questions as a  free thinker, deliberately occupying a perspective outside 
any religious tradition. His masterpiece the Ethics (1677) shines out even 
amongst the philosophical works of his most original contemporaries— 
Descartes and Leibniz, for example—as a metaphysical and ethical vision 
unconstrained by the demands of doctrinal orthodoxy.

About a year before his death, while he was completing the Ethics, Spi-
noza wrote a letter to Albert Burgh, a young man who had just converted 
from Calvinism to Catholicism.  Here Spinoza discussed Judaism, Chris-
tian ity and Islam, and made plain his rejection of dogmatic, sectarian reli-
gion. He explained that he knew the truth of his own philosophy ‘in the 
same way you know that the three  angles of a triangle are equal to two 
right  angles . . .  for the true is the indicator both of itself and of the false’.3 
He asked Burgh, who naturally thought his religion superior to any other,

How do you know that [your teachers] are the best among  those who 
have ever taught other Religions, still teach them, or  will teach them 
in the  future? Have you examined all  those religions, both ancient 
and modern, which are taught  here, and in India, and everywhere 
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throughout the globe? And even if you had examined them properly, 
how do you know you have chosen the best?4

 These are good questions, and they are only partly rhetorical. Mocking 
the pride and competitiveness that often characterise religious sectarian-
ism, Spinoza granted that ‘the organ ization of the Roman Church . . .  is 
well- designed po liti cally, and profitable for many. I do not believe  there 
is any order more suitable for deceiving ordinary  people and controlling 
men’s minds,  unless it would be the order of the Mahommedan Church.’ 
Yet his irreverence  towards sectarian claims to spiritual pre- eminence also 
went in more tolerant, more conciliatory directions. ‘In  every Church  there 
are many very honourable men, who worship God with justice and loving 
kindness,’ he reminded Burgh, ‘for we know many men of this kind among 
the Lutherans, the Reformed, the Mennonites, and the Enthusiasts. So 
you  ought to concede that holiness of life is not peculiar to the Roman 
Church, but is common to all.’ Spinoza closed his letter by counselling the 
 eager young convert to ‘recognize the reason God has given you, and cul-
tivate it’.5 In his Theologico- Political Treatise (1670), he had made similar 
arguments about Judaism, challenging the idea that the Hebrews  were 
God’s chosen  people. ‘God is equally beneficent, compassionate,  etc. to 
all,’ Spinoza argued, adding that as far as ‘intellect and true virtue’ are 
concerned, ‘no nation is distinguished from any other’.6

Given Spinoza’s re sis tance to what commonly passes for religion, the 
title of this book contains an irony, and perhaps for some a provocation. At 
the same time, it is entirely in earnest. The book offers a new interpreta-
tion of Spinoza’s Ethics which takes seriously the question of its religious 
and theological import. At the same time—as I argue in detail in my final 
chapter—it suggests that understanding Spinoza’s religion forces us to 
rethink the concept of religion itself. And this is no coincidence, since our 
modern category of religion, structured by notions of belief and belonging, 
ideology and identity,  rose to prominence during Spinoza’s  century. Thanks 
in part to Jonathan Israel’s pioneering history of the ‘Radical Enlighten-
ment’, Spinoza is now recognised as an architect of modernity— but was 
his vision of  human beings and their place in the cosmos radically secular, 
or radically religious?7 And does this very distinction between ‘religious’ 
and ‘secular’ rest on a distinctively modern concept of religion, which Spi-
noza challenged in its infancy? How might the Ethics lead us to rethink 
our assumptions about what religion is, and what it means to be religious?

Raising  these questions leads to a new appreciation of Spinoza’s sig-
nificance. He is rightly seen as a decisively modern thinker: like other 
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forward- looking phi los o phers of his  century, he turned his back on medi-
eval cosmology and scholastic theology in favour of a more streamlined 
metaphysics, and took a keen interest in new scientific discoveries. He 
criticised superstitious religion, and sought to liberate philosophy from 
the still- powerful churches. Yet look a  little closer, and we see that Spi-
noza challenged some of the defining features of modernity. In place of the 
increasing separation of God from nature, he argued that every thing is in 
God, and even proposed ‘Nature’ as an alternative name for God. In place 
of modern individualism, with its ideals of autonomy and  free choice, he 
regarded  human beings as entirely dependent on God, interdependent on 
one another, and embedded in a complex ecosystem of  causes: he under-
stood the self to be deeply impressionable and porous, constituted by its 
relations with other  things, and he rejected the idea of  free choice as a kind 
of superstition, akin to belief in miracles.8 While an ethic of restless striv-
ing and relentless industry  shaped, from Francis Bacon onwards, the mod-
ern pursuit of scientific knowledge, Spinoza balanced his own emphasis 
on effort and activity with an ideal of intellectual rest—an intuitive know-
ing that brings peace of mind— which echoes the ideal of contemplation 
cherished by pre- modern phi los o phers, monks and scholars.9 Indeed, he 
argued that resting in God is the highest  human good. And while mod-
ern cap i tal ist culture spurs a race for productivity and profit, fuelled by 
anx i eties which, as Max Weber argued in 1905, can be traced to the six-
teenth  century’s Protestant theologies, Spinoza insisted that our deepest 
happiness is found not in production, wealth or competitive success, but 
in knowledge.10 A wise person, he writes at the end of the Ethics, is ‘con-
scious of himself, and of God, and of  things, and always possesses true 
peace of mind’ (E5p42s). His own way of life bears witness to this ideal: he 
lived humbly and modestly, devoted to his philosophical enquiries.

Spinoza thus resisted deep tendencies of modern thought, which had 
begun to shape his own  century and would produce the world we inhabit 
 today. He did so not by drifting back into pre- modern science and reli-
gion, but by forging an alternative modernity that preserved or developed 
some of the profound  insights of his ancient and medieval forebears, by 
setting them on new philosophical foundations. For example, the Ethics 
affirms the traditional theological view that we are thoroughly dependent 
beings, not by appealing to a Jewish or Christian doctrine of creation, 
but by arguing that we are modes, which are by definition ‘in another’, 
rather than substances, which are self- sufficient, ‘in themselves’. To offer 
just one further example (as we  shall see,  there are more), Spinoza echoes 
Plato’s insistence that virtue is synonymous with inner happiness— a view 
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challenged first by superstitious beliefs in posthumous rewards and pun-
ishments, and  later by the means— end thinking of utilitarianism. Yet his 
defence of virtue’s intrinsic value dismantles the idea of final  causes that 
had structured medieval thought.

As its title indicates, the Ethics is primarily a book about how to live a 
good  human life. Like a stripped- down Summa Theologiae, it begins and 
ends with God. For Spinoza, we work out how to live well by understand-
ing our relation to God, to other  people, and also, crucially, to ourselves. 
The core princi ple of his philosophy, governing his ontology and episte-
mology as well as his ethics, is that ‘what ever is, is in God’ (E1p15). I call 
this princi ple ‘being- in- God’, and regard it as Spinoza’s deepest thought. 
He argues that the highest, most truthful kind of  human life is fully con-
scious of being- in- God— and conscious, too, that  every other creature and 
 thing is also a being- in- God. We  will be able to say much more about what 
Spinoza’s religion consists in once we have considered what it means, both 
conceptually and existentially, to ‘be in God’.

In his Theologico- Political Treatise Spinoza drew a decisive distinction 
between ‘superstition’ and ‘true religion’. This distinction was emphasised 
by early modern writers as diverse as Calvin, Montaigne, Bacon, Hobbes 
and Bayle. For all  these thinkers superstition was, as Bacon put it, ‘a defor-
mation of religion’.11 For Spinoza, it meant a form of religious life based 
on ignorance rather than wisdom, and motivated more by fear of punish-
ment than by love of truth and goodness. He put this point bluntly in his 
letter to Albert Burgh, where he wrote that ‘having become a slave of [the 
Roman] Church, you have been guided not so much by the love of God as 
by fear of hell, the only cause of superstition’.12 

Spinoza spent all his life in the Dutch Republic, which had a 
Reformed state church. He had ample opportunity to observe how the 
Calvinists’ emphasis on the stark polarities of salvation and damnation 
gave rise to unstable emotions— ‘fluctuations of the soul’ (animi fluctua-
tiones), and particularly oscillations between hope and fear, confidence 
and anxiety— which caused turbulence both within and between indi-
viduals, and within and between religious communities.13 For Spinoza, 
superstitious faith typically involved belief in miracles, and practices of 
worship that approached God anthropomorphically—as if God  were a 
capricious prince demanding flattery in return for favours, or a vindic-
tive despot who had to be placated by submission and adoration. He 
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criticised the anthropomorphic imagination of ‘the common  people, who 
suppose that God is male, not female’.14 He would have been no happier 
with a feminine image of God: when grammatical requirements force us 
to refer to God by pronouns such as ‘he’, ‘him’ and ‘himself ’— which are 
unnecessary in Spinoza’s Latin text—we should bear in mind that  these 
pronouns are merely a linguistic convention, and do not ascribe a per-
sonal or gendered nature to God.

Spinoza’s critique of certain images of God, and certain forms of reli-
gious life, leaves open the question of what a Spinozist ‘true religion’ would 
be like.15 In 1671, he outlined a response to this question in reply to a cri-
tique of his newly published Theologico- Political Treatise by Lambert van 
Velthuysen, the governor of Utrecht and a Calvinist Christian influenced 
by the philosophies of Descartes and Hobbes. Velthuysen had complained 
that Spinoza, ‘to avoid being faulted for superstition, [seems] to have cast 
off all religion’.16 Spinoza wondered what conception of religion could 
have led Velthuysen to make this claim:

Has someone who maintains that God must be recognized as the high-
est good, and should be freely loved as such, cast off all religion? Is 
someone who holds that our greatest happiness and freedom consist 
only in this [love of God] irreligious? Or that the reward of virtue is vir-
tue itself, whereas the punishment of folly and weakness is folly itself? 
And fi nally, that each person  ought to love his neighbour and obey the 
commands of the supreme power? Not only have I explic itly said  these 
 things, I have also proven them by the strongest arguments.17

 These views are indeed defended in Spinoza’s Theologico- Political Treatise, 
and they receive an intricate metaphysical elucidation in the Ethics. Never-
theless, the question of Spinoza’s religion has remained in dispute ever 
since he wrote this letter. Despite his insistence that ‘God must be rec-
ognised as the highest good’, many of his contemporaries accused him of 
atheism. In September 1677, a few months  after his death, a manuscript of 
the Ethics that Spinoza’s young disciple Tschirnhaus had taken with him 
to Rome was confiscated by Vatican authorities and added to the Index of 
prohibited books.18

Successive generations of readers have repeated the charge of atheism— 
though during the last  century this has increasingly been meant as a com-
pliment, as secularist readers championed Spinoza as an early pioneer of 
their own worldview. An alternative interpretation of Spinoza emerged 
 towards the end of the eigh teenth  century, when certain radical thinkers, 
particularly in Germany, read him as a deeply religious thinker. In 1787, 
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Herder’s God: Some Conversations put forward a Christianised Spinozism, 
setting the scene for Novalis to claim Spinoza as a ‘God- intoxicated man’.19 

While we can admire Spinoza’s Romantic readers for their creativity 
and expansive spirit, their repre sen ta tions of his philosophy are often 
unreliable. As J. A. Froude wrote in a clear- eyed introduction to Spi-
nozism, published in the Westminster Review in 1855,

The Herder and Schleiermacher school have claimed him as a Christian—
a position which no  little disguise was necessary to make tenable; the 
orthodox Protestants and Catholics have called him an Atheist— which is 
still more extravagant; and even a man like Novalis . . .  could find no bet-
ter name for him than a Gott trunkner Mann— a God intoxicated man. . . . 
With due allowance for exaggeration, such a name would describe toler-
ably the Transcendental mystics; but with what justice can it be applied 
to the cautious, methodical Spinoza, who carried his thoughts about with 
him for twenty years, deliberately shaping them, and who gave them at 
last to the world in a form more severe than had ever been attempted 
before with such subjects? With him, as with all  great men,  there was no 
effort  after sublime emotions. He was a plain, practical person.20

In reading Spinoza as a religious thinker, I take a diff er ent path from the 
vari ous interpretations summarised  here by Froude. Pursuing the ques-
tion of religion in his thought, I expect this pursuit to be most productive 
if we treat Spinoza’s religion as a genuinely open question, rather than 
a  matter of deciding  whether to classify it as Christian, Jewish or Bud-
dhist; pantheist, atheist or secular. All  these labels have been applied to 
Spinozism, but none of them is quite right— not only  because Spinoza’s 
religious vision is so original that it eludes ready- made categories, but 
also  because his work calls into question the very concept of religion that 
underlies such classifications. It is, in fact, simplistic to say that the ques-
tion of Spinoza’s religion has been disputed,  because the question itself 
has been so entangled in what Bruno Latour describes as a ‘cascade of 
category  mistakes’ about the concept of religion.21 Investigating Spinoza’s 
religion provides an opportunity to confront  these  mistakes, or confusions, 
and to think again— yet again— about what ‘religion’ means.

When the word religio occurs in the Ethics, it almost always signifies 
a kind of virtue, and is associated with other virtues. This echoes Thomas 
Aquinas’s discussion of religio within the section of the Summa Theologiae 
known as the ‘Treatise on Justice and Prudence’. In the Ethics, religio is 
never treated as a  matter of belief or doctrine. (In the Theologico- Political 
Treatise, religion is associated with certain ‘tenets [dogmata] of universal 
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faith’, but  there Spinoza makes it clear that religion consists not in adher-
ence to  these doctrines, nor in specific practices of worship, but in a way 
of life characterised by justice and loving- kindness.22) Treating religio 
as a virtue might seem to preserve the medieval notion of religion— yet 
Spinoza understood virtue itself in a new way. My final chapter consid-
ers Spinoza’s concept of religion in the context of a historical shift that 
happened during his lifetime,  towards an objectifying repre sen ta tion of 
religion—as both a system of propositional beliefs, and a social real ity—so 
that it became pos si ble to speak of ‘a religion’, or ‘the Christian religion’, in 
the way we do  today.

 After a long  career translating Spinoza, and thereby gaining an unpar-
alleled familiarity with the full range of his writings, Edwin Curley offered 
the following judgement on Spinoza’s religion:

The question, I think, is  whether the advocates of or ga nized religion 
are entitled to insist that anyone who does not accept their conception 
of God does not believe in God. Spinoza’s God does have a number of 
the properties traditional religions ascribe to God. It’s an immutable 
first cause of all  things, active everywhere in the universe, uncaused by 
anything  else. It’s also, Spinoza would argue, a being  humans can love. 
He thinks the love of God is our greatest good. His God does not issue 
commands, or perform miracles, or reveal itself to man the way the 
God of the mono the istic religions is supposed to do. It is not the sort 
of God you can pray to for help in times of trou ble. I can understand 
thinking that belief in so diff er ent a God makes for a diff er ent kind of 
religion. But I also think the ethical importance Spinoza attached to 
this belief weighs heavi ly in favour of regarding his view as a genuine, 
if eccentric, form of religious belief.23

This book develops an interpretation of Spinoza’s Ethics which broadly 
accords with Curley’s view— though the extent and orientation of the text’s 
religious ‘eccentricity’ is one of the questions to be addressed  here. Curley 
is right, I think, to suggest that Spinoza offers a ‘diff er ent kind of religion’ 
from what we late- moderns are used to. But what kind of religion is it? 
Framing this question in terms of the familiar notions of ‘belief in God’ or 
‘religious belief ’  will lead us in the wrong direction, and obscure the way 
Spinoza interrogates the very concept of religion.

Spinoza’s own definition of religion as ‘what ever we desire and do inso-
far as we know God’ (E4p37s) offers a much more promising formula for 
philosophical thinking about religion, Spinozist or other wise. This defini-
tion helps us to follow a direction indicated by Susan James in her 2012 
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book Spinoza on Religion, Politics and Philosophy, which offers a reading 
of the Theologico- Political Treatise. James argues that while ‘philosophy 
progressively engulfs theology’, philosophy itself ‘becomes a form of reli-
gion, sharing its capacity to bind, and transforming devotion to the divine 
law into rational piety. Rather than focusing on a goal external to true 
religion, this kind of philosophy [cultivates] the same end.’24

Most studies of Spinoza’s view of religion focus, as James’s book does, 
on the Theologico- Political Treatise. But with her remarks about the rela-
tion between philosophy and religion in mind, I ask how the Ethics illu-
minates what, precisely, is religious about Spinoza’s thought. Responding 
to this question  will involve putting forward interpretations, some of them 
quite new, of concepts and arguments familiar to readers of the Ethics: the 
metaphysics of substance and mode; the three kinds of knowledge; the cri-
tique of  free  will; the doctrine of conatus, or striving for self- preservation; 
the nature of the affects, particularly desire, joy, love and fear; the intel-
lectual love of God; and the eternity of the  human mind. I  will also, in my 
first two chapters, reflect on the nature of philosophy, as Spinoza practised 
it, and discuss the distinctive literary form of the Ethics.

Spinoza’s princi ple of being- in- God makes philosophy inseparable from 
theology— though he would not himself have put it this way. The word ‘the-
ology’, though not quite so open- ended as ‘religion’,  isn’t straight forward 
 either. Spinoza’s rather negative remarks about theology and theologians 
are an obstacle to appreciating the close connection between philosophy 
and theology in the Ethics, and we need to overcome this obstacle by dis-
tinguishing between two senses of ‘theology’: one broad and literal, and 
the other much narrower and more culturally specific.

When I talk about Spinoza’s theology, I am using ‘theology’ in its broad 
and literal sense, meaning a discourse on God, and on  things in their rela-
tion to God. While the Ethics— which provides a definition of God on its 
first page—is quite evidently concerned with theology in this sense, Spinoza 
used the word ‘theology’ more narrowly, to signify a confessional intellec-
tual practice based on scriptural and ecclesial authority, and tied closely 
to obedience and faith. In Spinoza’s hands, this culturally specific sense 
of ‘theology’, which was deeply embedded in seventeenth- century debates, 
became virtually a term of abuse, implying dogmatic sectarianism and even 
fanat i cism. He helped cement a cornerstone of Enlightenment thought 
by contesting the view, widespread among his Christian contemporaries, 
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that ‘reason  ought to be the handmaid of theology’.25 At the end of his 
Theologico- Political Treatise, he declared that he had ‘shown how Philoso-
phy is to be separated from Theology . . .  and that neither should be the 
handmaid of the other, but that each has charge of its own domain without 
any conflict with the other’.26 In other words, Spinoza argued that philoso-
phy should be emancipated from strictures on religious belief and practice 
that  were enforced by churches and underpinned by belief in the super-
natural authority of the Bible— described by Calvin, the supreme religious 
authority in the Dutch Republic, as ‘a declaration of the word of God’, and 
‘the testimony which God has been pleased to deliver concerning him-
self ’.27 If we  were to adopt Spinoza’s own conception of theology, we would 
have to say that he offers a philosophy of God without theology.

Since the word ‘theology’ comes from the Greek theos, meaning God, it 
is perhaps self- evident that theology, in both its broader and its narrower 
senses, is a form of discourse or enquiry which takes ‘God’ as its starting- 
point. ‘God’ is given in theology, and it is this givenness that distinguishes 
theology from philosophy. If God is given through scriptures mediated 
by an exegetical and ecclesial tradition, then we have theology in the nar-
row sense, which Spinoza eschewed. Yet God might be given to  human 
thoughtfulness in many diff er ent ways: as a question to explore, as a prob-
lem to wrestle with, as a mystery to contemplate, as a belief to justify, as 
a hypothesis to prove, as a desire to pursue, as a doctrine to expound, for 
example. We have seen that God is given, or defined, in the first few lines of 
the Ethics, but to say that the text is engaged in theology does not commit 
us in advance to any specific mode of theological engagement— let alone 
to any specific image of God.

 Today, philosophy and theology are distinct and often separate aca-
demic disciplines.  Because Spinoza tends to be read more by phi los o-
phers than by theologians, the theological significance of his thought is 
rarely discussed by  those best equipped to appreciate it. Phi los o phers  little 
acquainted with theological concepts— such as divine transcendence—or 
with theological debates concerning the relationship between divine and 
 human agency, tend not to consider how Spinoza contributes to  these 
questions. Theologians, accepting phi los o phers’ judgements that Spinoza 
is a pantheist or an atheist, usually assume that he simply rejects their 
conception of God, and do not expect the Ethics to reward close read-
ing. I wish to challenge all  these assumptions, and show how philosophy 
and theology are intertwined in Spinoza’s metaphysics and ethics. This 
allows us to draw from the Ethics a distinctive account of religion that is, 
I believe, profound, truthful and compelling.
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Phi los o phers need not be persuaded of Spinoza’s importance: his most 
radical ideas have reinvigorated con temporary metaphysics, and he is 
recognised as a brilliant theorist of emotion and embodiment. In many 
intellectual contexts, Spinoza now rivals Kant and Descartes as both the 
compass and the watershed of modern philosophy.28 For theologians he 
remains a more marginal figure, yet he brings to theology both critical 
and constructive insights that should not be ignored. The Ethics articu-
lates a philosophy of being- in- God that does not require the conceptual 
architecture of a pre- modern age. It thus shows theologians that they 
need not choose between seeing  human beings (and nature as a  whole) as 
grounded in God, and inhabiting the world explored by their scientific col-
leagues. For while the Ethics anticipates the critiques of modernity voiced 
by many humanities scholars— and not least by theologians—it refuses to 
indulge in nostalgia for a bygone cosmology. For this reason, it equips us 
philosophically to confront specifically modern issues, such as religious 
diversity, nihilism, and ecological collapse. It also outlines a compelling 
philosophy of religious life, rooted in Spinoza’s princi ple of being- in- God: 
a philosophy of desire, affect and practice; of restlessness and rest; of liv-
ing well and facing death. This is not to suggest that theologians  will find 
only a mirror of their own views in the Ethics: like any readers, they can 
expect to have some of their commitments and assumptions challenged. 
But they may find Spinoza’s alternative modernity surprisingly conducive 
to their sense of the proper orientation of a  human life.

When seventeenth- century readers accused Spinoza of atheism, they 
usually meant that he challenged doctrinal orthodoxy, particularly on 
moral issues, and not that he denied God’s existence. However, when con-
temporary scholars interpret Spinoza as an atheist, they are concerned 
chiefly with his metaphysical position.29 Given Spinoza’s extensive treat-
ment of God’s existence, nature and productive power in Part One of the 
Ethics, entitled De Deo (On God)— and his insistence in Part Five that 
 human ‘blessedness’ consists in knowledge and love of God— any argu-
ment that attributes to Spinoza the kind of atheism espoused by many 
moderns can proceed only by reading the text with a strategically suspi-
cious eye. Some such interpreters insist that Spinoza was deceiving his 
readers about what he  really thought to keep himself out of trou ble.  Others 
argue that his concept of God is so vacuous that he might as well not have 
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used the word Deus— and, given that he did use this word, he must have 
done so for purely pragmatic purposes.30

 These kinds of argument tend to delve  behind the text to access the 
author’s intentions, even to unmask his ‘real views’. This is a rather ques-
tionable enterprise, and I want to approach the Ethics as something more 
than a repre sen ta tion, more or less trustworthy and sincere, of its author’s 
ideas— for the Ethics is also a literary work of art, and a philosophical 
instrument, that is designed to have certain cognitive and ethical effects 
on its readers. At the same time, we should avoid overlooking the author, 
 either on account of a structuralist literary theory, or as a consequence of 
imagining that philosophical texts are merely vehicles for the arguments 
to be elicited or reconstructed from them. To overlook Spinoza himself 
would risk abstracting the text from the work that produced and  shaped 
it: the durational, devotional  labour of studying, thinking, writing and 
rewriting over the days, weeks, months, years of its author’s remarkable 
life. Reading the Ethics requires us to hold  these concerns in delicate bal-
ance. While we are letting the text speak for itself— rather than treating it 
as a win dow onto Spinoza’s hidden intentions, or reading it through the 
lens of  those  imagined intentions—we want to do so in a way that does not 
estrange the product from the means of its production.

With  these methodological issues in mind,  there are at least two good 
reasons to challenge the view that Spinoza was a covert atheist. First, the 
suspicious reading cannot be proven correct or incorrect, leaving an unde-
cidable question: what if Spinoza did mean every thing that he said about 
God? And second, regardless of  whether or not he meant it sincerely and 
unequivocally, what kind of religion emerges from the Ethics itself? If we 
simply dismiss  these questions, we risk overlooking the theological issues 
that are quite palpably addressed in the text.

Instead of a hermeneutic of suspicion, I propose a hermeneutic of 
credulity.31 Let’s accept what the text says, and let’s assume its author’s 
sincerity,  unless his works themselves demand other wise. This interpreta-
tive strategy does not deny the possibility that Spinoza was deceiving his 
readers, to some undetermined (and indeterminable) extent, but it does 
not pursue this line of argument. It certainly does not deny that Spinoza 
is a subtle writer, capable of irony and rhetorical sophistication.32 Indeed, 
we must acknowledge the possibility that the Ethics is positively, irresolv-
ably ambiguous, lending itself to two equally plausible, equally coherent 
interpretations:  either as a religious philosophy or as a secular philoso-
phy. Perhaps Spinoza’s famous phrase Deus sive Natura, ‘God or Nature’, 
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signals precisely this ambiguity— not a prob lem to be solved, a  matter to 
be de cided, but an affirmative gesture that opens up the concept of God 
beyond some of its traditional connotations, turning it into a productive 
question rather than a divisive dogma.

It is worth considering that a willingness to abide with and explore 
ambiguity may be one distinctive feature of a religious reading of the Eth-
ics. What if ambiguity must belong to any  human conception of God? A 
long tradition of apophatic theology— which denies that God can be fully 
defined or grasped— suggests that God is neither a  thing (and so neither 
an object nor a subject), nor nothing. How, then, should we expect such 
a God to show up to mark, unambiguously, the difference between a reli-
gious worldview and a secular one? It is not as if a religiously conceived 
universe contains one extra item, which distinguishes it from the atheisti-
cally conceived universe.33

Reading and re- reading the Ethics with the question of religion in 
mind, we find ourselves drawn into a circular path of thinking. Reading 
Part One, we ask  whether the concept of God outlined  there is religious; 
in order to answer this, we turn to Parts Four and Five to find out how this 
conception of God figures in Spinoza’s account of our highest good and 
our ethical life.  There we read that our highest good consists in knowledge 
and love of God. To what extent does this signify something religious? It 
depends on what Spinoza means by God, which takes us back to Part One. 
Following this theoretical circle does not seem to draw us any nearer to an 
answer. I went around it several times, rather confusedly, before I recalled 
Kierkegaard’s insight that religiousness must be a  matter of how, rather 
than what, and that this how is located in a  human being’s ‘inwardness’. 
This immediately brings us closer to Spinoza’s conception of religion as a 
kind of virtue, and begins to disentangle us from the objectifying, specu-
lative notion of religion which Kierkegaard was explic itly resisting in the 
nineteenth  century— and which Spinoza was confronting as it crystallised 
during his own lifetime.34 As readers of Spinoza, we must exercise caution 
in objectifying his religion, and even in objectifying the forms of religion 
he reflected on and criticised.

All this raises questions about how we move into and through the 
interpretative circle of the Ethics: how we read the text, how we interpret 
its philosophical gestures— and how we might appropriate and live out 
Spinoza’s ideas once we have interpreted them. Grasping Spinoza’s reli-
gion is a question of how we understand ‘God’, and how we understand 
ourselves and  others as ‘in God’; it is a question of how we think, feel and 
act, and how we orient and order our desire. It may be frustrating to find 
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that Spinoza leaves  these questions open for us, but it might turn out to be 
thought provoking, liberating and also peculiarly binding to spend time 
in this open space. Even granting the legitimacy of a suspicious, atheist 
reading of the Ethics, a credulous religious reading  will draw out aspects 
of Spinoza’s thought that would other wise be occluded. This promises to 
enrich our understanding of the text and expand its semantic range.

To what extent can we situate Spinoza’s philosophy within a recognisably 
religious tradition? The autobiographical reflections which begin his early 
Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect, discussed in my first chapter, 
call to mind similar remarks in Descartes’s Meditations and Discourse on 
Method.  These works bear witness to the intellectual eclecticism of the sev-
enteenth  century: they reveal the influence of Ignatian spiritual exercises of 
self- examination and  mental purification which Descartes encountered in 
his intellectual formation, alongside Stoic texts recovered during the Re nais-
sance and widely disseminated in early modern Eu rope.35 Spinoza’s own 
formation included at least traces of  these influences, since  after his excom-
munication in 1656 he studied with Franciscus van den Enden, a poet, art 
dealer and humanist phi los o pher who had spent fourteen years as a Jesuit 
novice before being dismissed from the order in 1633. Prior to 1656, Spinoza’s 
intellectual and spiritual formation was, of course, intensely Jewish.

 There is no doubt that Spinoza’s philosophy developed in dialogue with 
both Judaism and Chris tian ity. His critique of religion in the Theologico- 
Political Treatise is aimed at  these two traditions, but he also drew in con-
structive ways on their scriptural and philosophical resources. According 
to Warren Zev Harvey, Spinoza anticipated the twentieth- century con-
cept of a ‘Judeo- Christian tradition’ and held that ‘Chris tian ity cannot be 
understood apart from the Hebrew or Jewish tradition’; conversely, he grew 
up in a Jewish community  shaped by complex relations to Chris tian ity.36 
Spinoza cited the New Testament writings of Paul, a Jewish Christian, in 
support of his own claim that ‘God is the God of all nations’.37 Never-
theless, the specialised character of modern scholarship tends more to 
separation than to integration, and some scholars have situated Spinoza 
in an exclusively Jewish intellectual context, identifying Maimonides in 
par tic u lar as both an influence and an opponent.38 Fewer have explored 
Spinoza’s engagement with Christian thought, and  those who do so have 
tended to focus on the Theologico- Political Treatise rather than the Eth-
ics, and therefore on po liti cal and historical issues rather than ontological 
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and existential questions.39 As Spinoza’s biographer Steven Nadler has 
argued, ‘ there is no reason not to be ecumenical  here.  There are many 
contexts required for the interpretation of Spinoza’s thought, as well as 
his influence. Research into Spinoza’s intellectual sources can only benefit 
from looking at the variety of backgrounds that make him and his thought 
so fascinating.’40

Some of the chapters in this book seek to supplement the extensive lit-
er a ture on Spinoza’s critical and constructive engagements with Judaism 
by exploring how the theological interventions of the Ethics come into 
focus within a broadly Christian milieu. While acknowledging Spinoza’s 
deep debt to Jewish texts and practices of reading, we can find good reasons 
for locating the Ethics within the Latinate lineage of Christian thought. 
 After he left his Jewish community, he pursued his intellectual work in 
this Christian context. Writing his most significant works in Latin— the 
literary language of Augustine, Aquinas and Calvin—he situated his phi-
losophy in the rich intertextuality of western Chris tian ity. His critique of 
superstitious religion was aimed particularly at the Calvinist doctrines and 
policies of the Dutch Reformed Church, while his metaphysics developed 
in opposition to the ambiguously Christian philosophy of Descartes, which 
was  shaped by Catholic scholasticism even as it sought to move beyond it. 
In Leiden, Spinoza encountered the Protestant neo- scholasticism of Fran-
cis Burgersdijck and Adriaan Heereboord.41 Spinoza’s neighbours, friends 
and correspondents  were Christians: some Protestants, some Catholics, 
 others of a nonconformist bent.42 In his Theologico- Political Treatise he 
approached what Christians call ‘the Bible’ as a complete text, compris-
ing the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament, and though he read 
 these scriptures with a precociously critical eye he quoted approvingly, if 
very selectively, from the letters of Paul and John. He owned several books 
on Christian theology and ecclesial history, by authors such as Augustine, 
Calvin and Hugo Grotius.43 He commented on Christian teachings about 
the Incarnation, the Resurrection and the Holy Spirit. And  after his death, 
Spinoza was, so to speak, assumed into the Christian tradition, often as 
a curiously magnetic danger zone from which thinkers had to distance 
themselves, as if at risk of contamination, but also as a spur to theologi-
cal thinking— for the Ethics quickly established him as a major thinker 
of the western philosophical canon, a discourse in which Christian theol-
ogy remained inseparable from philosophy for at least two centuries. Spi-
noza deeply influenced Leibniz, Kant, Schelling, Schleiermacher, Hegel, 
Feuerbach and George Eliot, all of them Christian thinkers in more or less 
unconventional ways.
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However, placing Spinoza in this theological tradition brings prob lems 
of its own. Spinoza lived and worked in a Christian context while refus-
ing to become a Christian. His life might have been much easier if he had 
given in to his friends’ entreaties to convert to Chris tian ity, and he chose 
not to do so. He believed that remaining outside any Church (or univer-
sity) allowed him greater freedom to philosophise. Assimilating Spinoza 
 either to Jewish religious thought or to Christian theology would deny 
him the productive and liberating position of intellectual outsider, which 
he maintained throughout his philosophical  career. This outsider perspec-
tive was not simply a contingent historical circumstance, but fundamen-
tal to his thought.44 On the other hand, situating Spinoza within mod-
ern secularism— with its objectification of ‘religion’— would be an equally 
forced assimilation, suppressing the theological orientation of his work.

If we locate Spinoza in a religious tradition, then, we may follow the 
example he set in his own life, by placing him in dialogue with Christian 
theologians without attempting to convert his philosophy to Chris tian ity. 
It is true that as this dialogue unfolds, surprising affinities may emerge 
between mainstream Christian thought and Spinozism, but my aim in this 
book is not to compare Spinoza with Christian thinkers. It is not clear 
what this comparison would accomplish, and pointing out similarities and 
divergences between thinkers tends to be a rather superficial exercise. Nor 
am I setting out a historical argument about the sources of the Ethics: 
establishing the extent of Spinoza’s engagement with, say, Augustine or 
Aquinas would involve detailed philological work which would be unlikely, 
in the end, to yield definite conclusions. Rather, my purpose in situating the 
Ethics in a theological milieu is to open up a shared conceptual space, inhab-
ited by thinkers of diff er ent religious traditions, or of diff er ent moments 
within the same tradition. This opening brings into view the distinctive 
philosophical task, the distinctive concept of religion, and the distinctive 
sequence of questions that follow from the princi ple of being- in- God. My 
purpose is to see more clearly how Spinoza undertakes this task, how he 
explores this concept, and how he addresses  these questions.

I should prob ably confess that the interpretation of Spinoza offered in this 
book reflects, in some re spects, my own religious orientation. I grew up 
without a religion, and while I am drawn again and again to the philo-
sophical question of God and find my inner life  shaped by religious ideas, 
art, exemplars and practices— particularly from Indian traditions and 
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from the more contemplative strands of Catholic thought— I do not fit 
easily into any religious category. I have come to think that religion, for 
me, is not a  matter of identity at all.

So I won der  whether, in refusing to categorise Spinoza’s religion, I 
am any diff er ent from other scholars who interpret Spinoza in their own 
image. But I do not take myself to be reading Spinoza through the lens 
of pre- established and firmly held opinions or beliefs. On the contrary: 
although I have studied and taught philosophy and theology for more than 
twenty years, and should perhaps be expected to have formed opinions 
about religious questions, I have  until quite recently felt rather tentative 
and uncertain about my relationship to  these questions. My experience 
did not match the ready- made images of religion I saw around me, and so I 
wondered  whether I was getting something wrong. For example, the ques-
tions ‘Does God exist?’ and ‘Do you believe in God?’ confused me. Neither 
‘yes’ nor ‘no’ feels like the right answer, and this is not  because I am agnostic, 
but  because the wording of  these questions seems somehow to lead away 
from what is meaningful and impor tant to me. ‘Are you religious?’ is, simi-
larly, a perplexing question, to which the best answer I can offer is a not- 
very- illuminating ‘yes and no’. Reading Spinoza more deeply and pursuing 
the question of his religion has helped me to think more clearly and confi-
dently about my own religious inclinations— and to understand my re sis-
tance to the ways religion is usually represented and discussed.

Fi nally, let me say a few words about the book’s structure. Setting out 
to write chapters that would advance a cumulative argument, I found 
that the subject- matter resisted me. Perhaps this was partly due to my 
own limitations, but I suspect it also has something to do with Spinoza’s 
thought, which does not seem to lend itself to linear exposition (an issue 
I explore in Chapter 2, on the literary form of the Ethics). George Eliot, 
who produced the first En glish translation of the Ethics in the 1850s, and 
whose fiction evinces the text’s deep influence on her intellectual forma-
tion, wrote of her novel Daniel Deronda that ‘I meant every thing in the 
book to be related to every thing  else  there’.45 Spinoza might well have 
said the same  thing about the Ethics. The key ele ments of his thought 
considered in this book— the nature of  human thinking and knowing; the 
metaphysical distinction between substance and modes, and the relation 
between God and  human beings;  human striving and desire; our par-
ticipation in divine nature; the distinctive affect named acquiescentia in 
se ipso, which in its highest form means both resting in God and loving 
God; the eternity of the mind; and the concept of religio itself— cannot be 
divided neatly between chapters.



the Question of religion [ 17 ]

For this reason, my chapters are rather essayistic: each is relatively self- 
contained, with its own centre of gravity; what is peripheral in one chapter 
becomes central in another. One advantage of this form is, I hope, that 
readers who find one or two of the chapters too demanding— and some of 
them are more challenging than  others— can skip  these without giving up 
on the rest of the book. Perhaps some readers  will think it a disadvantage 
that the areas of convergence between the chapters give rise to occasional 
repetitions. Yet, as I suggest in Chapter 2, repetition can be a productive 
force within a text, just as it can be a productive force in life— and perhaps 
especially in religious life, which so often involves returning, again and 
again, to a truth we already know.46
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