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In his early years, Leibniz was influenced by the tradition of prisca theologia, a vestige of Renaissance humanism according to which all wisdom must flow from the same source— namely, the prophets of the Hebrew Bible, who eventually passed it on to the Greek philosophers.  Because the events of the Gospels were prefigured or intimated by way of typologies in the Old Testament, moreover, it was often thought that the Hebrew prophets were able to share in the evangelion of the New Testament, and in this way Judaism was effectively elided with Christianity, at least in comparison with straightforwadly infidel faiths.  As an apologetic project, this tradition effectively baptized any would-be pagan or infidel one might wish to admire or emulate by positing a hidden connection to revealed truth.
In his mature period Leibniz would look at this tradition with a great deal of skepticism.  For him, if all knowledge is one, and texts from different traditions share in the same truth, this is not because they have the same historical source, but because God gave all men the same ability to rationally comprehend the order of nature and so to know Him through his works.  As Daniel Cook has rightly noted, Leibniz “believed that the superiority of Christianity over other religions was not based on revelation, but on its proximity to natural, rational religion.”  Even if Leibniz believes, as he writes in the Nouveaux essais, that “[w]ith regard to ancient writings . . . we need to understand Holy Scriptures above all things,”  he anticipates that the day will come when "the Romans, Greeks, Hebrews and Arabs have been used up,” and at this point “the Chinese will come to the fore with their ancient texts.”   Scripture, then, is a valuable, but not exclusive, source of ancient wisdom.
Nonetheless, Leibniz also indicates throughout his life that he continues to hold spiritual correctness, as it were, to be a necessary pre-condition to the exercise of full rationality.  A good deal of what Leibniz writes about two particular groups of non-Christians, the Chinese and the Turks, reveals not only his conception of the reach of the prisca theologia, but also his conception of the relationship between spiritual salvation and rationality, between love of God and philosophical wisdom.
Leibniz would disagree with the ‘Jesuit Figurists’ who hoped to make their missionary work in China easier by convincing their targeted converts that their civilization was a long-lost tribe of Israel (and even in some cases that their written language was a variation on Hebrew).  As Leibniz explains in the preface to the Novissima sinica, the Chinese are “about equal” to the Europeans “in the useful arts and in practical experience with natural objects,” while “in profundity of knowledge and in the theoretical disciplines we are their superiors.”  Leibniz explains that Christians alone have knowledge of “things incorporeal,” which knowledge depends on “that great light of the mind, the art of demonstration.”  The Chinese, in contrast, must rest content with what he describes as a mere empirical geometry. The Turks, for their part, have a false conception of providence and the working of nature, which, when applied in practice, gives rise to what Leibniz calls in the Theodicy the “fatum Mahometanum,” a naive belief in blind necessity which makes the Turks indifferent to danger, and unwilling even to abandon places infected with plague.  Accurate knowledge of providence, Leibniz claims, would involve doing one’s duty, which includes, among other things, taking reasonable measures for self-preservation.
Leibniz, then, ascribes theoretical limitations to the Chinese, and practical incompetence to the Turks, and indicates in both cases that these shortcomings stem from ignorance of God.   In this connection I shall proceed to address the following questions.  If, as Cook observes, Leibniz believes in the possibility of theological knowledge through rational and natural channels, rather than through revelation, and if Leibniz believes that the Chinese themselves have a viable theologia naturalis, why does he evidently seek to limit their knowledge to things of this world, keeping knowledge of the transcendent within the Judeo-Christian family?   To what extent does Leibniz remain committed to the conception of the relation between revealed truth and philosophical wisdom first expounded by the early Church Fathers such as Origen, according to whom knowledge of any truth is a futile hope without the knowledge of God available only from revelation or prophecy?  I shall proceed to consider the possibility that there is an unresolved tension in Leibniz between two different interpretations of the idea that ‘knowledge is one’.  On the one hand, he remains somewhat allegiant to the tradition according to which all knowledge must be 'historically' one, and traceable to the same distant moment at which God spoke directly to man.  On the other hand, Leibniz is inclined to think that knowledge is one in the sense that all paths of inquiry into nature, wheresoever they may start, lead to the same fundamental knowledge of God. One conception places God at the beginning of the path to knowledge; the other places God at the end.  The latter conception ultimately prevails, I shall argue, and for reasons that harmonize nicely with other of Leibniz’s most basic philosophical concerns.
