
21st June 2022 
 

Calculations 
 

“Affection beaming in one eye, and calculation shining out of the other.” 
Charles Dickens, Martin Chuzzlewit (of Mrs Todgers) 

 

The hymn, Rock of Ages, written by Augustus Montague Toplady, 

occupied the number one spot in a poll of favourite hymns undertaken 

among the readers of Sunday at Home magazine in 1897, and it has 

occupied a key place in the Church’s repertoire of hymns ever since. Its 

author was an 18th century Church of England vicar, who was an 

unreconstructed Calvinist. So much so that he engaged himself in a 

protracted and acrimonious “pamphleteering war” with the great John 

Wesley, whom Toplady considered far too liberal. Toplady was, as the 

writer Ian Bradley describes him, “obsessed with the subject of sin”. 

In 1774, on leave of absence from the Church while suffering from 

consumption, Toplady wrote many hymns, including the now famous Rock 

of Ages. It was included in a published article in the Gospel Magazine in 

which Toplady also highlighted some further research he’d undertaken, 

including the remarkable calculation that the number of sins committed 

by the average individual during their lifetime amounted 2,522,800,000. 

How he reached this figure hasn’t been detailed. And whether he himself 

was above or below average we shall never know.  

2,522,800,000? Do we need such a calculation to know how flawed 

our nature is? Do we need to be a Calvinist to know we are sinners (if “sin” 

is our metaphor of choice for the inadequacies of our living)? Do we need 

to be “obsessed with the subject of sin” to know how much needs to 

change for the better in our lives? Do we need a calculation at all? 

Mrs Todgers, proprietor of the “boarding house for young 

gentlemen” in Charles Dickens’ Martin Chuzzlewit, looks at the women 

around her with “affection beaming in one eye and calculation shining out 

of the other”. If God (if that is our metaphor of choice for self-awareness) 

looks at me with an eye of calculation, he needn’t bother counting above 

“one” to know I’m a sinner. But I’m happy if the other eye gazes on me 

with affection. The mercy and grace conveyed by such a gaze is enough 

for this sinner. No, Revd Toplady, I don’t need your Calvinistic calculations! 
   

A prayer for today 

One! I’m a sinner! Two! I’m a sinner. 2,522,800,000! I’m still forgiven. Amen 
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