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“Religion has ever filled the mind of man with darkness and kept him in ignorance of his real duties and true interests. It is only by dispelling the clouds and phantoms of Religion, that we shall discover Truth, Reason, and Morality.” [footnoteRef:1]This quote by Baron D’holbach sums up the foundation of what the enlightenment is built upon; that religion, essentially, is at the heart of the enlightenment, and in this essay, I will be discussing the main challenges that enlightenment thinkers put forward to established Religion. The quote from D’holbach does indeed explain the basis of the enlightenment which according to the philosopher Immanuel Kant is “man's emergence from his self-imposed immaturity”.[footnoteRef:2] This “self-imposed immaturity” refers to many of the great thinker’s beliefs that whilst we follow religious dogmas we cannot further our own happiness and pursue greater innovation. Indeed, many philosophers chose to embrace rationalism instead, and used knowledge and reason to further innovation and uncover truths and mysteries instead of putting their faith in religion to find the answers.[footnoteRef:3] [1: Baron D'holbach, Good Sense Without God : Or Freethoughts Opposed To Supernatural Ideas, (London: W. Stewart & Co.) Available at  https://www.gutenberg.org/files/7319/7319-h/7319-h.htm [Accessed 21 September 2018]]  [2:  Immanuel Kant, An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?, Translated by Ted Humphrey, (Hackett Publishing, 1992) Available at https://www.stmarys-ca.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/files/Kant--What%20Is%20Enlightenment_.pdf [Accessed 21 September 2018]]  [3: Geoffrey Bruun, ‘The Philosophy of the Enlightenment’, In The Enlightened Despots, (Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1967), P.22.] 

To understand properly the challenges that enlightenment thinkers put towards established religion it is important to understand the background behind why the enlightenment was used as the basis for these challenges. Religious control over people was essentially a hangover from the medieval period which started when the western Roman Empire collapsed in the early century’s after Christs death, which then lead to the dark ages.  This caused trade, as well as the population of Europe to decline and subsequently roads deteriorated, and life for people went almost into of state akin to barbarism.[footnoteRef:4] Due to this decline in trade and the disrepair of roads many people lived in remote villages separated from others. The church was fundamentally the only body providing any sort of unity between the European people. It was during this time where the church increased in power, as peasants, lords and even monarchs looked to it as source of protection and unity.[footnoteRef:5] This power that the church gained, manifested itself into the religious dogmas that was taught to the people of Europe, and due to the fact that people were isolated and the life was hard, it is easy to see why people looked to God and even to religion as their salvation. Religion was essentially the ‘glue’ that united the people of Europe when they had nowhere else to turn, but also gave the Church immense power and control of these people’s lives and beliefs. As more innovations and inventions improved life and society for people, and education became more important and prevalent in Christian Europe, rationalism and the ability to think for oneself began to take a greater hold on the ordinary person. This perhaps was the first time this had happened since the Greeks in the ancient world, where Athens was considered to be the birthplace of democracy.  [4:  Geoffrey Bruun, ‘Introduction: The Evolution of Law and Government’, In The Enlightened Despots, (Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1967), P.5.]  [5:  ‘Middle Ages’, History, 22 April 2010 < https://www.history.com/topics/middle-ages/middle-ages> [Accessed 27 September 2018].] 

The first challenge that I would like to discuss is Rationalism. Geoffrey Bruun in his book The Enlightened Despots likened rationalism to a religion and rationalists to prophets, fanatics and martyrs.[footnoteRef:6] This comparison is ironic seeing as rationalists put their belief into reason rather than religion and here Bruun is saying that they are essentially as fanatical as religious believers. The concept of rationalism being that people put their faith in reason directly challenges and is, in fact, one of the main and most important challenges that enlightenment thinkers put towards religion as it is essentially the opposite of what religion, specifically Christianity teaches. Christianity teaches that God always has a plan and that you should put your faith in God whereas rationalists would argue that your own reason and understanding will help you uncover mysteries.  [6:  Bruun ‘The philosophy of the Enlightenment’, P.15.] 

 “To the extreme rationalists it seemed desirable that they overhaul every established belief or institution and reconstruct it in the light of pure reason; they held their formula to be a key that would unlock all mysteries.”[footnoteRef:7] This quote by Bruun is another example that rationalism and rationalists put to religion. That they believed that they could basically rebuild any institution including the church using their reason. This suggests that they could answer a lot of spiritual questions that Christianity has, using their understanding rather than trusting God, which means that perhaps they would not have any use for religion. [7:  Bruun ‘The philosophy of the Enlightenment’, P.22.] 

Kant, as I stated earlier, talked about self-imposed immaturity; he goes on to state “Immaturity is the inability to use one’s understanding without guidance from another”.[footnoteRef:8] Kant is saying here that many people are not able to think for themselves without following another person’s supervision and opinions. This could be related to rationalists and religion by saying that religion stops people from thinking for themselves. Bruun states in his book that to rationalists “the world of matter became eternal and unchanging, while the glories of the heavenly kingdom paled like a candle in the sunlight.”[footnoteRef:9] This quote suggests that as the theory of rationalism progressed, religion and what it teaches gradually became less and less important. This is a big challenge put towards religion and Christianity because if more people became rationalists it would mean that Christianity would not have as much hold on people as before, because the material world would be more important in people’s minds. [8:  Immanuel Kant, An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?]  [9:  Bruun ‘The philosophy of the Enlightenment’, P.22.] 

In talking about the material world, it would be pertinent to discuss materialism and materialists, and what challenges they put towards religion. Materialists believed that nothing exists apart from matter and the “workings of the mind itself are due wholly to the operation of material agencies”.[footnoteRef:10] Due to the fact that these materialists believed that only matter exists and not the spiritual realm, and that everything can be explained as the outcomes of material and matter it can easily be said that they do not believe in the existence of God and to a further extent religion. Bruun writes that the philosopher John Locke talked about materialists and how they “accepted the maxim that nothing existed in the mind that had not come to it through the senses, and the senses could perceive only material objects.” This further adds to the point of what materialists believe, which is that they “came to doubt the world of spirits and even questioned the existence of God.”[footnoteRef:11] This belief in materialism is a challenge to religion because if people believed that the spiritual world is not real and that everything can be explained as being controlled by matter and material interactions, then God surely cannot be real as it clearly denies the existence of a higher being and even the soul. This quote, I believe, sums up the materialistic belief adequately. “To these radical materialists it appeared logical to conceive of matter as eternal and indestructible. The universe could then be viewed as a perpetual-motion machine that had always existed and the hypothesis of a creator could be discarded.”[footnoteRef:12] It provides a massive challenge to all religions not just Christianity that the idea of God or a supreme being could be discarded. [10: Bruun ‘The philosophy of the Enlightenment’, P. 23.]  [11:  Bruun ‘The philosophy of the Enlightenment’, P.23.]  [12:  Bruun ‘The philosophy of the Enlightenment’, P.24.] 

The French philosopher Pierre Bayle who lived from sixteen forty-seven to  seventeen hundred and six issued another challenge towards religion.[footnoteRef:13] He stated that “those who rely on the dogmas of the theologians are relying upon weathercocks that turn with every wind.”[footnoteRef:14] What Bayle is trying to get across here is that the theologians, people who dedicate themselves to the study of God and religion, tend to change their minds frequently or perhaps they see which way people are turning and go with the tide. Bruun states in his work that many years after Bayles death the noted philosopher Jean le Rond d'Alembert wrote to Frederick the Great that he is happy “to find myself in agreement with Your Majesty as to the hollowness and futility of metaphysics”. Which Bruun then explains metaphysics as being “speculations about God and the soul” and adds that they did not think it was worth discussing these subjects as they were considered “unknowable”.[footnoteRef:15] People were more interested in discussing and learning about subjects that they could use their reason, knowledge and understanding to uncover mysteries about, subjects that were material in form rather than religious or spiritual matters that they could not hope to understand. [13:  Bruun ‘The philosophy of the Enlightenment’, P.38.]  [14:  Bruun ‘The philosophy of the Enlightenment’, P.38.]  [15:  Bruun ‘The philosophy of the Enlightenment’, P.39.] 

One philosopher who remarked a lot on religion and natural theology is David Hume. Hume was born in seventeen hundred and eleven in Edinburgh and was an historian as well as a philosopher.[footnoteRef:16] It is hard to say whether Hume was religious but according to C. M. Lorkowski in his work for the Internet Encyclopedia Of Philosophy “what is certain is that he was not a theist in any traditional sense”. [footnoteRef:17] Lorkowski then goes on to explain that Hume argues that we cannot believe in miracles because the laws of nature will always be stronger. The laws of nature can be defined as being something that inevitably or naturally occurs in human society.[footnoteRef:18] This would be a massive challenge to religion and more specifically the validity of the Bible as they rely extensively on miracles and testify them to be the truth.[footnoteRef:19] Hume states in his work A Treatise of Human Nature that “the metaphysical arguments for the immortality of the soul are… inconclusive; and… the moral arguments and those deriv’d from the analogy of nature are equally strong and convincing”. This adds to the point made earlier that Hume believed that the laws of nature are stronger than the spiritual world as there is no evidence for it and that means that the arguments are inconclusive when compared to the arguments from nature as they more convincing and have stronger evidence.[footnoteRef:20] [16: Maurice Cranston and Thomas Edmund Jessop, ‘David Hume’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 20 September 2018 < https://www.britannica.com/biography/David-Hume> [Accessed 3 October 2018].]  [17:  C. M. Lorkowski , ‘David Hume: Religion’, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, < https://www.iep.utm.edu/hume-rel/> [Accessed 4th October 2018].]  [18:  ‘What Is A Law Of Nature?’, The Information Philosopher, <http://www.informationphilosopher.com/solutions/scientists/schrodinger/what_is_a_law_of_nature.html> [Accessed 4th October 2018].]  [19:  C.M. Lorkowski, ‘David Hume: Religion’.]  [20:  David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L.A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1896) Available at https://people.rit.edu/wlrgsh/HumeTreatise.pdf [Accessed 6 October 2018]] 

Probably the biggest challenge that came out of the enlightenment from enlightenment thinkers that were put towards established religion was Deism. Deism, the opposite of Theism, can be defined as the “belief in the existence of one God viewed as the creative source of the human race and the world who transcends yet is immanent in the world”.[footnoteRef:21] This means that Theists believe that God is the creator of the universe and takes an active role in it and takes divine intervention when needed. On the other hand Deism is essentially the belief that you can find religious knowledge inside every person and it can be extracted through the use of the persons reason and understanding and also that religious knowledge must be rejected “when it is acquired through either revelation or the teaching of any church.”[footnoteRef:22] Another way that Deism could be defined is that Deists believed that there was a God or supreme being who created the universe but after that left the universe to its own volition.[footnoteRef:23] God started the machine and left it to run its course on its own and God does not interfere with it from that point. Obviously, this would have caused a great stir amongst the Christian world as it directly contradicts their belief that God is always around, and that God always has a plan. According to the historian Peter Gay in his book Deism: An Anthology, he states that Deists “liked to describe themselves as Christians, indeed as the only Christians of their day, while a few gloried in their distance from that old superstition.[footnoteRef:24] This quote is suggesting that Deists believed that they were the only true Christians which if it is an accurate statement  obviously would not have gone down well with regular Christianity as it meant that they were essentially wrong in their belief and not true Christians.  [21:  ‘Theism’, Merriam-Webster, <https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/theism> [Accessed 5 October 2018]]  [22:  Frank Edward Manuel and David A. Pailin, ‘Deism’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 1 November 2017, < https://www.britannica.com/topic/Deism >[Accessed 4 October 2018].]  [23:  Frank Edward Manuel and David A. Pailin, ‘Deism’.]  [24:  Peter Gay, ‘Toward an Interpretation’, In Deism: An Anthology, (D.VAN Nostrand Company,1968), P.11.] 


Deists and deism in essence challenged established religion by denying and rejecting everything from the world of the supernatural. This included miracles, any writing or scripture or belief that God had appeared and spoke to somebody. This would have been indirectly aimed at other religions who had prophets as well, such as Islam and their creator and prophet Muhammed. The fact that they rejected everything supernatural meant that they rejected the bible as it has writings on miracles and God appearing and speaking to people. They believed that the Bible was the work of humans and not from God.
In talking about religion in the age of Enlightenment it would be pertinent to discuss some branches of Christianity that faced persecution such as the Jesuits who were a branch of the Roman Catholic Church.[footnoteRef:25] The Jesuit order was also called the society of Jesus and a lot of their focus was on education. Throughout the history of the Jesuits they have had to “work underground in countries whose rulers persecuted Catholics, and many suffered martyrdom”. [footnoteRef:26] During the enlightenment period they were persecuted by the Deist philosophers for their religious faith and “distrusted by the Enlightened Despots because they opposed growing state control of religion and supported the pope”.[footnoteRef:27]Indeed they were thought of by many of the philosophers as standing “directly across the path of intellectual advancement”.[footnoteRef:28]  This would have meant that they believed that religion was standing in the path of advancement. Under growing pressure from many countries such as France and Spain the pope agreed to supress the order around the world and were driven from many lands. Clearly this was a big challenge put forward to religion as the Pope was forced to supress an order belonging to its church.  [25:  ‘Jesuit’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 15 August 2018, < https://www.britannica.com/topic/Jesuits > [Accessed 7 October 2018].]  [26:  ‘About the Jesuits’, Marquette.edu/Faith, < http://www.marquette.edu/faith/about-the-jesuits.php > [Accessed 7 October 2018].]  [27:  ‘About the Jesuits’, Marquette.edu/Faith]  [28: R.R.Palmer, ‘The French Jesuits in the Age of Enlightement’,  The American Historical Review, 45,1, (1939) P.44. Available at https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/1905048.pdf [accessed 8 October 2018]] 

To conclude this essay, I think that it is safe to say that that during the enlightenment there were many challenges put forward by the enlightenment thinkers towards established religion. I believe that this all stemmed from the fact that Christianity was essentially the uniter of the peoples during the medieval period. It gave people hope and something to look to for salvation when life was hard and short. However, as people grew and inventions and innovations grew with them, people began to think for themselves and perhaps started to believe they did not need religion or did not need it as much as they did before. Religion was challenged through the use of materialistic beliefs which I think stem from people not needing the spiritual world as much and instead focusing more on things that they can see and understand. Another challenge was Rationalists and their belief in using your own reason to understand things rather than using religious belief. As well as this I believe that when noted philosophers such as Immanuel Kant talk about emerging from self-imposed immaturity it would have been hard for people who read his work not to listen and to take onboard what he is saying. Possibly the biggest challenge however was Deism and the Deist belief that God was the creator of the universe but after that did not intervene. The challenge put forward to the Pope that caused the suppression of the Jesuits can not be ignored though, as a branch of Christianity was persecuted. 
Word Count: 2448


[bookmark: _GoBack]Bibliography
Primary sources
D'holbach, Baron., Good Sense Without God : Or Freethoughts Opposed To Supernatural Ideas, (London: W. Stewart & Co.) Available at  https://www.gutenberg.org/files/7319/7319-h/7319-h.htm [Accessed 21 September 2018]
Hume, David., A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L.A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1896) Available at https://people.rit.edu/wlrgsh/HumeTreatise.pdf [Accessed 6 October 2018]

Kant, Immanuel., An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?, Translated by Ted Humphrey, (Hackett Publishing, 1992) Available at https://www.stmarys-ca.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/files/Kant--What%20Is%20Enlightenment_.pdf [Accessed 21 September 2018]
Secondary Sources
‘About the Jesuits’, Marquette.edu/Faith, < http://www.marquette.edu/faith/about-the-jesuits.php > [Accessed 7 October 2018].
Bruun, Geoffrey., ‘The Philosophy of the Enlightenment’, In The Enlightened Despots, (Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1967), pp.15-39.
Bruun, Geoffrey., ‘Introduction: The Evolution of Law and Government’, In The Enlightened Despots, (Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1967), P.5.
Cranston, Maurice., and Jessop, Thomas Edmund., ‘David Hume’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 20 September 2018 < https://www.britannica.com/biography/David-Hume> [Accessed 3 October 2018].

Gay, Peter., ‘Toward an Interpretation’, In Deism: An Anthology, (D.VAN Nostrand Company,1968), P.11.

‘Jesuit’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 15 August 2018, < https://www.britannica.com/topic/Jesuits > [Accessed 7 October 2018].

Lorkowski, C. M., ‘David Hume: Religion’, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, < https://www.iep.utm.edu/hume-rel/> [Accessed 4th October 2018].

Manuel, Frank Edward., and Pailin, David A., ‘Deism’, Encyclopædia Britannica, 1 November 2017, < https://www.britannica.com/topic/Deism >[Accessed 4 October 2018].

Middle Ages’, History, 22 April 2010 < https://www.history.com/topics/middle-ages/middle-ages> [Accessed 27 September 2018].

R.R.Palmer, ‘The French Jesuits in the Age of Enlightement’,  The American Historical Review, 45,1, (1939) P.44. Available at https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/1905048.pdf [accessed 8 October 2018]

‘Theism’, Merriam-Webster, <https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/theism> [Accessed 5 October 2018]

‘What Is A Law Of Nature?’, The Information Philosopher, <http://www.informationphilosopher.com/solutions/scientists/schrodinger/what_is_a_law_of_nature.html> [Accessed 4th October 2018].






