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For more than two thousand years, at different times and places, from ancient Greece to strict Muslim lands today, doubters of prevailing religious dogmas have risked jailing, flogging, banishment—or worse. (Engraving by Jan Luyken from Martyrs Mirror, The Netherlands, 1685)











Introduction

The Freedom to Doubt

Intelligent, educated people tend to doubt the supernatural. So it is hardly surprising to find a high ratio of religious skeptics among major thinkers, scientists, writers, reformers, scholars, champions of democracy, and other world changers—people usually called great.


The advance of Western civilization has been partly a story of gradual victory over oppressive religion. The rise of humanism slowly shifted society’s focus away from obedience to bishops and kings, onto individual rights and improved living conditions. Much of the progress was impelled by men and women who didn’t pray, didn’t kneel at altars, didn’t make pilgrimages, didn’t recite creeds.


Since disbelief remains a taboo topic, this pattern is rarely mentioned. Churchmen generally contend that great figures in history, such as America’s founders, were conventional worshipers. That’s untrue.


“One of the embarrassing problems for the early nineteenth-century champions of the Christian faith was that not one of the first six presidents of the United States was an orthodox Christian,” philosopher-educator Mortimer Adler and a team of Encyclopedia Britannica writers said.1


Most of the founders were Deists, roughly equivalent to Unitarians, who doubted that Christ was a god, yet praised his message of compassion. They spoke of God as the power behind nature, as discerned by science.


Other pioneers in many fields in many centuries included nonconformists of all sorts, from mild dissidents to outright atheists.


Western culture has traveled an erratic journey. Ancient Greece and Rome teemed with intellectual inquiry, amid polytheism. Then the Christian Age of Faith brought darkness for centuries. The Renaissance revived individualism and free thinking, which soared in the Age of Reason and the Enlightenment. With the flowering of science in the nineteenth century, many thinkers assumed that mystical religion would vanish. Among intellectuals, it largely has done so. But dogma and fundamentalism have resurfaced in society at large.


Disbelief always has remained partly hidden, because it entails risk. Believers can inflict terrible punishments on doubters. During eras when religion was supreme, nonconformists lived in peril. Here are some examples:


• In 399 B.C.E., Socrates was condemned by a 500-man Athenian jury on vague charges, including an accusation that he was guilty of “not worshiping the gods whom the state worships.” His predecessor, Anaxagoras, likewise was sentenced to death for teaching that the sun and moon are natural objects, not deities, but he fled into exile. Protagoras was banished from Athens for saying he didn’t know if the gods exist. His books were burned, and he perished at sea.


• In the year 385, the Spanish ascetic Priscillian was executed for holding an un-orthodox view of the Trinity and other variant beliefs.


• In 415, the great woman scientist Hypatia, head of the renowned Alexandrian Library, was beaten to death by Christian monks who considered her a pagan.


• Around 550 at Constantinople, the Byzantine Emperor Justinian executed multitudes to impose Christian orthodoxy.


• After the turn of the millennium, the killing of nonconformists soared in Europe. Popes waged gory “internal crusades” against “heretical” Christians such as the Albigenses, Waldensians, and Apostolic Brethren. This led to establishment of the Inquisition, which tortured and burned the unorthodox. St. Thomas Aquinas declared that if it was proper to execute counterfeiters, “there is much more reason for excommunicating and even putting to death one convicted of heresy.”2


• After the Reformation, both Catholic and Protestant authorities killed “blas phemers” such as the physician Michael Servetus, who discovered the pulmonary circulation of blood. He was burned alive in John Calvin’s Geneva in 1553 for doubting the Trinity.


• Matthew Hamount went to the stake in 1579 at Norwich, England, after priests accused him of saying that the Bible “is but foolishness, a mere fable; that Christ is not God or the savior of the world, but a mere man….”


• The Roman Inquisition burned philosopher Giordano Bruno in 1600 for contending that the earth circles the sun, and that the universe is infinite. A generation later, the Inquisition sentenced Galileo to life confinement for writing his belief that the earth moves.


• In 1697, a young man was burned at Edinburgh for ridiculing the Bible. • In 1766, a French teenager, Chevalier de La Bane, was beheaded on charges that he had marred a crucifix, sung irreligious songs, and worn his hat while a religious procession passed.


For every nonconformist executed, hundreds were jailed, tortured, fined, flogged, censured, banished, or ostracized. Understandably, few people dared voice skepticism. However, by the eighteenth century, with a slight loosening of the church’s grip, a few bold French and English rebels—especially thinkers allied with Voltaire—ventured into dangerous water. They promulgated Deism and Unitarianism, denying the divinity of Jesus and rejecting miracles, while contending that God can be seen in patterns of nature and the universe. A brazen few expressed outright atheism.


Their innovation wasn’t without hazard. Thomas Woolston, who wrote treatises questioning Christ’s resurrection and other miracles, was convicted in 1729 and kept under house arrest until he died. Denis Diderot, chief creator of the first encyclopedia, was imprisoned in 1749 for writing that knowledge comes only through sense impressions. Scientist Joseph Priestley, the discoverer of oxygen, also a Unitarian clergyman, caused a public outrage with his writings, precipitating a 1791 riot in which his home, church, and laboratory were burned. In 1819, British author-journalist Richard Carlile, whose writings questioned Christianity, was jailed for six years for “blasphemous libel.”


Deism, Unitarianism, and the Enlightenment spread to America, influencing the radical thinkers who launched modern democracy: Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, James Madison, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Paine, Ethan Allen, and others. Paine’s skeptical writings caused controversy, and Englishmen who sold his books were jailed for blasphemy.


When Jefferson entered Virginia’s House of Delegates in 1776, state laws still decreed death for heresy and three years in prison for doubting the Trinity. Along with Madison, George Mason, and other rebels, Jefferson succeeded in halting tax support of the Anglican Church and passing a statute of religious freedom, eliminating punishments for disapproved beliefs. Eventually, their efforts gave the world a new principle—separation of church and state—ending government enforcement of religion.


Religious dissent has many levels, from doctrinal nitpicking, to general uncertainty, to unabashed atheism. In medieval times, the label “atheist” was hurled at many who were believers, but of the wrong faith. No American writing before 1800 actually denied the existence of God, historian James Turner says. Various categories of skepticism took form: British scientist Thomas Henry Huxley coined the word “agnostic” for people who feel that it’s impossible to know whether a spirit realm exists. The designation “freethinkers” derived from French free-thought groups of the eighteenth century.


Slowly, as scientific thinking grew and religion retreated, freedom to doubt emerged in the West. But not without setbacks: In the 1830s, Abner Kneeland, a founder of the Universalist Church, was jailed for blasphemy in Massachusetts because he questioned miracles and the divinity of Jesus. In the mid-1800s, George Jacob Holyoake gave London lectures containing declarations such as “I do not believe there is such a thing as a god.” He was jailed for atheism, and his small daughter died of malnutrition while he was unable to support his family. British editor Charles Bradlaugh was elected to Parliament repeatedly in the 1880s, but was refused admittance because he would not take a religious oath. In 1883, George William Foote of London was imprisoned for publishing satirical sketches of Bible stories. In Sweden near the turn of the twentieth century, Viktor Lenn-strand was jailed and fined for criticizing Christianity. Woodrow Wilson’s uncle, Professor James Woodrow, was fired by Presbyterian Theological Seminary in South Carolina in 1884 for defending evolution.


Eventually, the right to disbelieve was established. Freethought blossomed among intellectuals in Europe and America, reaching a heyday at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. Doubters such as Robert Ingersoll conducted speaking tours to challenge supernaturalism. Newspaper writers such as H. L. Mencken openly assailed “superstition.”


But the heyday passed, and conformity prevailed. Today, skeptics remain misfits in much of American society. No politician could be elected if he admitted atheism. Newspapers and mainstream magazines rarely print agnostic articles. Television programs seldom contain direct denials of God. In France in 1988, Catholic mobs burned two movie theaters showing The Last Temptation of Christ, which hinted that Jesus wasn’t divine.


The freedom to doubt has not reached the Islamic world, where disbelief remains punishable by death. Muslim holy men still issue fatwas (religious edicts) ordering the murder of “blaspheming” writers. In Saudi Arabia in 1992, a man was beheaded in the marketplace at Qatif after being convicted of “insulting Allah, the Holy Koran and Muhammad the Prophet.”


It is a strange contradiction: The majority of people around the globe still worship unseen gods, and sometimes even kill for them—yet most Western thinkers, scientists, writers, and other intellectuals generally reject the supernatural.


For anyone scanning the past and surveying the current world scene, it is nearly impossible to find any outstanding person—except for popes, archbishops, kings, and other rulers seeking popular support—who says the purpose of life is to be saved by an invisible Jesus and to enter an invisible heaven. But it is easy to find many among the great who doubt this basic dogma.


This book describes renowned people, past and present, who have challenged religion to one degree or other and who have bravely voiced their doubts. It utilizes the most reliable evidence—their own words. The purpose of this book is to assure thinking people that they needn’t apologize if they can’t believe mystical claims. They are in the company of giants.



1. The Annals of America: Great Issues in American Life: A Conspectus, Mortimer J. Adler, editor-in-chief (Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica, 1968), vol. 2, p. 420.


2. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae, ca. 1265.










Part One

The Beginnings of Rationalism
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The Ancients
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Zeus and Hera, Jupiter and Juno, Ares and Mars, Athena and Minerva, Aphrodite and Venus, Eros and Cupid, Pluto, Saturn, Apollo, Neptune, Vulcan, Mercury, Diana, Bacchus, and so on and so on.

The assembly of gods and goddesses worshiped in ancient Greece and Rome seems childish today, rather like cartoon characters, akin to Batman and Robin. But they were so real to their devotees twenty centuries ago that doubters sometimes were put to death. Impiety was a capital offense in Athens, even in the Golden Age of philosophers and early scientists.

In addition to Socrates, Protagoras, and Anaxagoras, others also faced criminal charges of impiety. Stilpo of Megara, charged with saying that Athena was “not a god,” joked at his trial that Athena was a goddess instead. He was exiled. Theophrastos, head of Aristotle’s school, made the error of questioning animal sacrifice, and was arrested. Even Aspasia, beloved mistress of the Athenian statesman Pericles, was accused.

Despite the risk, some thinkers and writers of the classical era revealed their skepticism, overtly or covertly. Sisyphus, the lost play by Critias, reportedly contended that religion is a fabrication by governments to keep subjects submissive. Plato’s Symposium concludes that there is no personal immortality. Thales of Mile-tos, often called the first scientific thinker, was reported to have “lost belief in the gods.” The Greek philosophers Theodoros and Diagoras were called atheists by the Roman Cicero. Several historians record that Julius Caesar scoffed at the gods.

The renowned Greek teacher Epicurus was a skeptic. He didn’t deny that gods exist, but asserted that they neither work miracles nor reward and punish humans. He, too, rejected an afterlife. His followers were expelled from Crete and Messene on charges of atheism. The modern view of Epicureanism as wanton self-indulgence is false; Epicurus actually taught that simple enjoyment of nature and friendship is the best route to a rewarding life. Two centuries later, the scientific-minded Roman poet Lucretius hailed Epicurus as a giant of thought.

In addition, some Greek and Roman thinkers claimed to see evidence of a single god in nature, which repudiated the official array of many gods. A sampling of ancient skepticism follows.

* * *

“Open your mouth and shut your eyes, and see what Zeus shall send you.”—Aristophanes (448–380 B.C.E.), Athenian comic poet (Cardiff)

“Shrines! Shrines! Surely you don’t believe in the gods. What’s your argument? Where’s your proof?”—Aristophanes (Noyes)

“Prayers and sacrifices to the gods are of no avail.”—Aristotle (384–322 B.C.E.), Greek philosopher (Cardiff)

“A tyrant must put on the appearance of uncommon devotion to religion. Subjects are less apprehensive of illegal treatment from a ruler whom they consider god-fearing and pious. On the other hand, they do less easily move against him, believing that he has the gods on his side.”—Aristotle, Politics

“Men create gods after their own image, not only with regard to their form but with regard to their mode of life.”—Aristotle (Noyes)

“Zeus rains, not that corn may be increased, but from necessity.”—Aristotle, ibid.

“Suns may rise and set; we, when our short day has closed, must sleep on during one perpetual night.”—Catullus (84–54 B.C.E.), Roman poet (Peter)

“Without the hope of immortality, no one would ever face death for his country.”—Cicero (106–43 B.C.E.), Roman orator and philosopher

“What old woman is so stupid now as to tremble at those tales of hell which were once so firmly believed in?”—Cicero (Cardiff)

“When men became less credulous, the power of the Pythian Oracle vanished.”—Cicero (Noyes)

“The life of the dead rests in the remembrances of the living.”—Cicero, ibid.

“…There are no miracles.”—Cicero, quoted in Time, April 10, 1995, p. 67

“Not knowing life, how can we know death? Why talk of spirits when you do not understand men?”—Confucius (sixth century B.C.E.), Chinese philosopher (Cardiff) (Noyes)

“It was man who first made men believe in gods.”—Critias (ca. 480–403 B.C.E.), Athenian orator and politician, fragment (Mencken)

“We believe whatever we want to believe.”—Demosthenes (384–322 B.C.E.), Athenian orator and statesman, Third Olynthiac

“The myths about Hades and the gods, although they are pure invention, help to make men virtuous.”—Diodorus Siculus (fl. first century C.E.), Greek historian, Bibliotheca historica

“It is to the interest of states to be deceived in religion.”—Diodorus Siculus (Cardiff)

“Thus does Diogenes sacrifice to all the gods at once.”—Diogenes (412–323 B.C.E.), Greek Cynic philosopher, upon cracking a louse on the altar rail of a temple (Cardiff)

“When I look upon seamen, men of physical science, and philosophers, man is the wisest of all beings. When I look upon priests, prophets, and interpreters of dreams, nothing is so contemptible as man.”—Diogenes (Noyes)

“None of the gods has formed the world, nor has any man; it has always been.”—Empedocles (495–435 B.C.E.), Greek philosopher and statesman (Noyes)

“Where are you going? It cannot be to a place of suffering; there is no hell.”—Epictetus (50–135 C.E.), Greek Stoic philosopher (Noyes)

“Either God wants to abolish evil, and cannot; or he can, but does not want to …. If he wants to, but cannot, he is impotent. If he can, but does not want to, he is wicked …. If, as they say, God can abolish evil, and God really wants to do it, why is there evil in the world?”—Epicurus (341–270 B.C.E.), Greek philosopher, Aphorisms

“… Men, believing in myths, will always fear something terrible, everlasting punishment as certain or probable…. Men base all these fears not on mature opinions, but on irrational fancies, so that they are more disturbed by fear of the unknown than by facing facts. Peace of mind lies in being delivered from all these fears.”—Epicurus (Greeley)

“… You should accustom yourself to believing that death means nothing to us, since every good and every evil lies in sensation; but death is the privation of sensation.”—Epicurus, ibid.

“Fabulous persuasion in faith is the approbation of feigned ideas or notions; it is credulous belief in the reality of phantoms.”—Epicurus (Noyes)

“Do we, holding that the gods exist, deceive ourselves with unsubstantial dreams and lies, while random careless chance and change alone control the world?”—Euripides (484–406 B.C.E.), Athenian dramatist, Hecuba

“Men make their choice: one man honors one god, and one another.”—Euripides, Hippolytus, 428 B.C.E.

“What is god, what is not god / What is between man and god / Who shall say?”—Euripides, Helen, 412 B.C.E.

“We serve the gods—whatever the gods may be.”—Euripides, Orestes

“He was a wise man who originated the idea of God.”—Euripides (Seldes)

“Religion is a disease, but it is a noble disease.”—Heraclitus (fl. ca. 500 B.C.E.), Greek philosopher, fragment (Mencken)

“The universe has been made neither by gods nor by men, but it has been, and is, and will be eternally.”—Heraclitus (Noyes)

“Too often in time past, religion has brought forth criminal and shameful actions…. How many evils has religion caused!”—Lucretius (99–55 B.C.E.), Roman Epi curean philosopher, On the Nature of Things, remarking on King Agamemnon’s sacrifice of his daughter to the gods to ensure success of a military campaign

“The nature of the universe has by no means been made through divine power, seeing how great are the faults that mar it.”—Lucretius, ibid.

“Long time men lay oppress’d with slavish fear / Religion’s tyranny did domineer … /At length a mighty one of Greece [Epicurus] began /To assert the natural lib erty of man, / By senseless terrors and vain fancies led / To slavery. Straight the conquered phantoms fled.”—Lucretius, ibid., verse translation by Creech

“Rest, brother, rest. Have you done ill or well / Rest, rest, There is no God, no gods, who dwell / Crowned with avenging righteousness on high / Nor frowning ministers of their hate in hell.”—Lucretius, ibid.

“All religions are equally sublime to the ignorant, useful to the politician, and ridiculous to the philosopher.”—Lucretius (Cardiff)

“Fear was the first thing on earth to make gods.”—Lucretius, ibid.

“Not they who reject the gods are profane, but those who accept them.”—Lu cretius (Noyes)

“Nature is seen to do all things spontaneously of herself, without meddling of the gods.”—Lucretius, ibid.

“We, peopling the void air, make gods to whom we impute the ills we ought to bear.”—Lucretius, ibid.

“There is no murky pit of hell awaiting anyone…. Mind cannot arise alone with out body, or apart from sinews and blood…. You must admit, therefore, that when the body has perished, there is an end also of the spirit diffused through it. It is surely crazy to couple a mortal object with an eternal….”—Lucretius (Greeley)

“The world holds two classes of men—intelligent men without religion, and religious men without intelligence.”—Abū al-‘Alā’ Ahmad ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Ma’arri (973–1057), Syrian poet (Cardiff)

“I learned from Diognetus not to give credit to what was said by miracle-workers, and about the driving away of demons and such things.”—Marcus Aurelius (121–180 C.E.), Roman emperor and philosopher (Noyes)

“It is expedient that gods should exist; since it is expedient, let us believe they do.”—Ovid (43 B.C.E.-A.D. 17), Roman poet, Ars amatoria

“It was fear that first brought gods into the world.”—Petronius Arbiter (d. 66 C.E.), Roman novelist, Satyricon

“He was a wise man who invented God.”—-Plato (ca. 429–347 B.C.E.), Sisyphus

“It is ridiculous to suppose that the great head of things, whatever it may be, pays any regard to human affairs.”—Pliny the Elder (ca. 23–79 C.E.), Roman scholar, Natural History

“From the moment of death onward, the body and soul feel as little as they did before birth.”—Pliny (Noyes)

“The ancient cabalists, religionists, magicians, orphies, etc., led into errors of considerable magnitude, not only individuals, but kings and nations.”—Plutarch (46–120 C.E.), Greek biographer (Noyes)

“The superstitious man wishes he did not believe in gods, as the atheist does not, but fears to disbelieve in them.”—Plutarch, ibid.

“Since the masses of the people are inconstant, full of unruly desires, passionate, and reckless of consequence, they must be filled with fears to keep them in order. The ancients did well, therefore, to invent gods, and the belief in punishment after death.”—Polybius (ca. 203–120 B.C.E.), Greek historian, Histories

“As to the gods, I have no means of knowing either that they exist or do not exist, or what they are like. Many things prevent our knowing: the subject is obscure, and brief is the span of mortal life.”—Protagoras (ca. 481-ca. 411 B.C.E.), Greek philosopher, quoted by Diogenes Laertius in Lives of Eminent Philosophers

“Man is the measure of all that is / All loves and lives and gods are his.”—Protagoras (Cardiff)

“Religion is regarded by the common people as true, by the wise as false, and by the rulers as useful.”—Seneca (4 B.C.E.–65 C.E.), Roman philosopher and dramatist (Cardiff)

“After death, nothing is…. Let the ambitious zealot lay aside his hope of heaven, whose faith is but his pride…. Naught’s after death, and death itself is naught …. Then may the saints lose all their hope of heaven, and sinners quit their racky fears of hell.”—Seneca (Cardiff)

“The longer I consider the subject of God, the more obscure it becomes.”—Simonides (556–468 B.C.E.), Greek poet (Noyes)

“The race of mortals has forged images of God of stone, wood, gold, and ivory; we dedicate to them festival days, and we call that religion.”—Sophocles (496–406 B.C.E.), Athenian dramatist (Noyes)

“It was fear in the world that created the gods.”—Statius (ca. 45–96 C.E.), Roman poet, Thebaid

“Christianity is a pestilent superstition.”—Tacitus (55–120 C.E.), Roman historian (Noyes)

“It is for the good of states that men should be deluded by religion.”—Varro (116–27 B.C.E.), Roman scholar and antiquarian, Antiquitatum divinarum

“The Ethiopians say that their gods are snub-nosed and black, the Thracians that theirs have light blue eyes and red hair.”—Xenophanes (ca. 560–478 B.C.E.), Greek philosopher, fragment, quoted in the Macmillan Dictionary of Quotations, p. 475.

“… Men imagine gods to be born and to have raiment and voice and body, like themselves…. Oxen, lions, and horses, if they had hands wherewith to grave images, would fashion gods after their own shapes and make them bodies like to their own.”—Xenophanes, fragment quoted in Encyclopedia Britannica

“No man has perceived certainty, nor shall anyone perceive it, about the gods and all whereof I speak; for, however perfect what he says may be, yet he does not know it; all things are matters of opinion.”—Xenophanes, ibid.

“Temples are not to be built to the gods.”—Zeno (334–261 B.C.E.), Greek Stoic philosopher (Noyes)
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Omar Khayyam (1048?–1131)


[image: fig_23_1.jpg]
Courtesy Bibliotheca Persica, Center for Iranian Studies, Columbia University



Today, in much of the Muslim world, a writer who casts doubt on heaven and holy men is likely to be jailed or targeted by a religious death decree.

Yet nine hundred years ago, a brilliant Persian scientist dared to voice eloquent agnosticism in the most famous poem ever to come from an Islamic land. The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam scoffs at theologians, laments the unknowability of the hereafter, and hails worldly pleasure as the only tangible goal.

“Here with a loaf of bread beneath the bough / A flask of wine, a book of verse—and thou / Beside me singing in the wilderness—/And wilderness is Paradise enow.”

The poet advised seekers to stop pondering contradictory religious dogmas, and escape with a flagon of wine—”The grape that can with logic absolute / The two-and-seventy jarring sects confute.”

Abu ol-Fath Omar ibn Ibrahim was called Khayyam (tentmaker), perhaps because his ancestors had practiced that trade. Omar was educated in science and philosophy in his native Nishapur, then went to Samarkand, where he wrote a treatise on algebra. Sultan Malik Shah commissioned him to help build an observatory in Isfahan and make astronomical observations to reform the calendar. After the death of his patron in 1092, Omar returned to Nishapur as a teacher and served the ruling court through his knowledge of mathematics, medicine, history, law, philosophy, and other subjects.

Omar wrote quatrains expressing his wistful musings on the meaninglessness of life. After his death in 1131, copies were made, and evidently embellished with improvisations by other poets. For centuries, the old manuscripts were forgotten—until chance turned them into a literary sensation.

In 1856, a librarian at Oxford University sent an aged Persian manuscript to a talented English poet, Edward FitzGerald, who was studying Persian. The skeptical-minded FitzGerald was captivated by the existential tone of the verses, which reminded him of the ponderings of Epicurus. FitzGerald wrote to Alfred, Lord Tennyson, who had been his classmate at Cambridge:

“I have … got hold of an old Epicurean so desperately impious in his recommendations to live only for today that the good Mahometans have scarcely dared to multiply manuscripts of him.”

FitzGerald rewrote the quatrains into English—not as direct translations, but as poetic creations based on Omar. Publishing them was risky, because blasphemy was a crime in Victorian England, and skepticism was taboo. Fraser’s Magazine refused to print the Rubaiyat. FitzGerald finally paid to have five hundred copies printed privately in 1859, without his name attached.

The small books lay unnoticed for two years at a London bookstore, and some were sold as wastepaper. Remaining copies were put in a bargain bin for a penny each. A young man bought one and gave it to the painter Dante Gabriel Rossetti, who was fascinated and bought copies for the poets Robert Browning and Alger-non Charles Swinburne. But the public remained unaware.

FitzGerald produced enlarged versions in 1868 and 1872. The anonymous book began drawing public attention. The translator’s identity became known, and FitzGerald was pleased by the “little craze” caused by his work.

FitzGerald’s eyesight failed, and he died in 1883. He never knew that his Rubaiyat went on to become a world classic that sold millions of copies in hundreds of editions.

Subsequently, researchers have found as many as 1,391 ancient quatrains attributed to Omar, and have attempted to separate the genuine ones from derivative concoctions, with little success.



Segments from the Rubaiyat, translated by Edward FitzGerald


“Myself when young did eagerly frequent / Doctor and saint, and heard great argument/About it and about: but evermore / Came out by the same door as in I went.

“With them the seed of wisdom did I sow / And with my own hand labored it to grow /And this is all the harvest that I reaped—/ ‘I came like water, and like wind I go.’

“Into this universe, and why not knowing / Nor whence, like water willy-nilly flowing /And out of it, as wind along the waste / I know not whither, willy-nilly blowing.”

“Alike for those who for today prepare /And those that after a tomorrow stare /A muezzin from the tower of darkness cries / Tools! Your reward is neither here nor there.’

“Why, all the saints and sages who discussed / Of the two worlds so learnedly, are thrust / Like foolish prophets forth; their words to scorn / Are scattered, and their mouths are stopped with dust.

“Oh, threats of hell and hopes of paradise! / One thing at least is certain—this life flies; / One thing is certain, and the rest is lies; / The flower that once has blown forever dies.”

“The moving finger writes, and having writ / Moves on: nor all thy piety nor wit / Shall lure it back to cancel half a line / Nor all thy tears wash out a word of it.

“And that inverted bowl we call the sky / Whereunder crawling coop’d we live and die / Lift not your hands to it for help—for it / Rolls impotently on as thou and I.”

“Ah, Love, could thou and I with fate conspire / To grasp this sorry scheme of things entire / Would we not shatter it to bits, and then / Remold it nearer to the heart’s desire!”

“The revelations of the devout and learned / Who rose before us and as prophets burned / Are all but stories, which, awoke from sleep / They told their comrades, and to sleep returned.”
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Michel de Montaigne (1533–1592)
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The Renaissance—three centuries of reawakening, from around 1300 to 1600—is commonly acknowledged as the European epoch when the oppressive Age of Faith began losing ground to humanism and the desire to improve people’s earthly lives.

Yet religious torture and killing continued amid the bloom of the Renaissance. The Holy Inquisition burned thousands of nonconforming “heretics” and more thousands of suspected witches. The Reformation sent Protestant and Catholic armies into gory wars that laid nations waste. Christians killed Jews in numerous pogroms. Doubters could be jailed or executed for “blasphemy.”

Under such conditions, it would seem advisable for skeptics to stay quiet. Yet some brave rebels voiced unorthodox thoughts.

Michel de Montaigne’s mother came from a Spanish-Jewish family that had been forcibly converted to Catholicism, and had fled to France to escape the Spanish Inquisition. His father was a wealthy merchant whose family had bought the feudal territory of Montaigne, with its noble title.

Although the son came of age in an era when the Inquisition had been torturing and burning doubters for three centuries, and it was not a propitious time to voice any religious thought that might lead to the rack, nonetheless the brilliant Montaigne took the risk of writing candidly about religion and morals, not always conforming to official dogma. He created the literary form of the essay: a personal commentary which he said was “concerned with my own self, an integral part of my life.” Some of Montaigne’s essays included witty jabs at religion. University of Washington scholar Abraham Keller has said the essays “show so much skepticism that some critics have questioned whether he was really a Christian.”1

Montaigne’s first publication was a translation of a thousand-page book by Spanish theologian Raimond Sebond, who contended that Christian doctrines could be proved by scientific logic. Later, when Montaigne published his book of essays, the longest was a skeptical “Apology for Raimond Sebond,” which argued that human logic is too swayed by cultural and psychological factors to be reliable. Acceptance of religion must be by faith alone, he said.

His family was officially Catholic, although a brother and sister became Protestants. Montaigne served in the Parliament of Bordeaux for thirteen years, and was mayor of Bordeaux for four years. In the hideous wars between French Catholics and Protestant Huguenots, he attempted to be a peacemaker. At one point he was jailed briefly by Protestants, at another by Catholics. Montaigne urged King Henry IV to issue the Edict of Nantes which gave each sect the right to worship.

Debate still occurs over whether Montaigne was a believer or a secret atheist. If the latter, he was wise to keep it secret.


Montaigne’s Comments on Religion

“Man is certainly stark mad; he cannot make a worm, yet he will make gods by the dozen.”—Essays, 1580

“Men of simple understanding, little inquisitive and little instructed, make good Christians.”—ibid.

“How many things that were articles of faith yesterday are fables today.”—ibid.

“Nothing is so firmly believed as what we least know.”—ibid.

“How many things do we name miraculous and against nature? Each man and every nation doth it according to the measure of his ignorance…. Miracles are according to the ignorance wherein we are by nature, and not according to nature’s essence.”—ibid.

“Philosophy is doubt.”—ibid.

“Everyone’s true worship was that which he found in use in the place where he chanced to be.”—ibid.

“To know much is often the cause of doubting more.”—ibid.

“The gross imposture of religions, wherewith so many worthy and sufficient men have been besotted….”—(Cardiff)

“Diagoras and Theodorus flatly deny that there were ever any gods at all.”—(Noyes)

“It is setting a high value upon our opinions to roast men and women alive on account of them.”—ibid.

“Men make themselves believe that they believe.”—ibid.

“What do I know?”—his personal motto


1. World Book Encyclopedia (1978 ed.), p. 619.
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Christopher Marlowe (1564–1593)
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playwrights Christopher Marlowe and William Shakespeare were born in the same year—a year when people still were executed for their religious beliefs, or lack thereof.

Christianity was enforced by law in Elizabethan England. Church attendance was mandatory, under penalty of prosecution. Schoolchildren were indoctrinated in the official creeds. The public was taxed to support the official church.

It was the time of the Reformation, and England had seesawed through decades of gore. When King Henry VIII was a Catholic, he wrote a pamphlet denouncing Martin Luther and decreed death to any who doubted the Roman church. Several Lollard Protestants were jailed, tortured, or burned at the stake. The pope proclaimed Henry “Defender of the Faith.” But when the pope would not let Henry divorce and remarry, the king split with Rome in 1533 and created the Church of England. Thereafter, it was a capital offense to doubt Anglicanism. Henry executed unconverted Catholics such as Sir Thomas More and others.

Henry was succeeded briefly by his ten-year-old son, then in 1553 by Mary, his daughter by his first wife. Intensely Catholic, she became “Bloody Mary,” striving to restore Catholicism by force. She burned three hundred Protestants, including Henry’s top bishops.

Then Mary was followed in 1558 by Elizabeth, Henry’s daughter by his second wife, and the seesaw tipped back to Anglicanism. At first Elizabeth attempted to tolerate all faiths, but mutiny by Catholics and ferment by hidebound Puritans caused Parliament to outlaw both beliefs. Elizabeth executed two hundred Catholics and three Puritans, but both faiths remained stubbornly alive.

Doubters fared no better. In 1579, Matthew Hamount was burned at Norwich for saying the Bible “is but foolishness, a mere fable” and that Jesus was only a human, not a god.

In 1588, Spain’s Catholic king sent the Spanish Armada to force England’s return to Catholicism, but failed.

These were the religious perils during Marlowe’s brief life—and he himself became a victim of them.

Son of a Canterbury shoemaker, Marlowe was a gifted student who entered Cambridge University at sixteen. Soon he was writing verse, Latin translations, and plays that changed English theater. His Tamburlaine and Doctor Faustus are considered the first English tragedies. Researchers say Marlowe was amazingly learned for a man in his twenties.

Although Marlowe, like other citizens, was required to attend church, accusations of atheism rose against him. Rival playwright Robert Greene denounced “scoffing poets” and “that Atheist Tamburlaine.” In a deathbed tract, Greene rebuked an unnamed dramatist—clearly meaning Marlowe—for saying “There is no God.”

In Tamburlaine, Marlowe has the conqueror burn a Koran on stage and challenge Muhammad to materialize, “if thou have any power … and work a miracle.” In Doctor Faustus, the doomed protagonist concludes that “hell’s a fable.”

In 1593, officers raided the lodging of Marlowe’s former roommate and seized papers which an interrogator called “vile hereticall conceipts denyinge the deity of Jhesus Christ our Savior.” Under torture, the ex-roommate confessed that the agnostic papers were Marlowe’s, and that the playwright once read “an atheist lecture” and was inclined “to jest at the divine scriptures.”

An informant filed a charge with the Privy Council saying of Marlowe: “… Almost into every company he cometh, he persuades men to atheism, willing them not to be afeard of bugbears and hobgoblins.” The charge accused Marlowe of saying that “the first beginning of religion was only to keep men in awe” and that “all Protestants are hypocritical asses.” It concluded: “All men in Christianity ought to endeavor that the mouth of so dangerous a member may be stopped.”

The playwright was arrested, then freed on bail and ordered to appear before the Privy Council each day until the grave accusation was resolved.

But the charge never was tried. A few days later, Marlowe was stabbed to death in a tavern quarrel. His gifted life ended at age twenty-nine.

Some among the devout wrote that Marlowe’s murder was God’s vengeance for his disbelief.


Marlowe’s Comments on Religion

“I count religion but a childish toy, and hold there is no sin but ignorance.”—The Jew of Malta, 1590

“Religion hides many mischiefs from suspicion.”—ibid., Act 1, Scene 2

“Both law and physic are for petty wits / Divinity is basest of the three / Unpleasant, harsh, contemptible, and vile.”—(Cardiff)
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William Shakespeare (1564–1616)
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Of course, Shakespeare was a Christian. It was a crime to be otherwise, in a time when church attendance was enforced by law. But whether he believed the supernatural dogmas remains a topic of debate.

Although there are few records of his life, Shakespeare undoubtedly received Anglican indoctrination as a schoolboy at Stratford, eighty miles northwest of London. All pupils were required to memorize and recite long segments of scripture.

Shakespeare married, but evidently left his wife and children behind in Stratford when he went to London in the 1590s. He began writing poetry, and became involved in theater, both as actor and playwright.

His plays contain references to God, as well as to ghosts, fairies, and witches. What he personally believed seems impossible to learn. Obviously, Shakespeare did not share the beliefs of England’s Puritans, who sought everywhere to stamp out play-acting and theater-going as wicked. For a time, he lived in the bawdy Bankside district of London, hotbed of prostitution and carousal; yet some researchers say Shakespeare lived more sedately than Christopher Marlowe, Ben Jonson, and other theater colleagues.

Near his death, after Shakespeare had grown wealthy and returned to his family in Stratford, he wrote a traditional Christian testimonial into his last will. Authorities disagree over whether it was sincere, or a formality. A half century after his death, an Oxford chaplain wrote that Shakespeare “died a papist”—but most scholars doubt this assertion. Perhaps, like many people, the bard wavered in matters of religion. A definite answer seems unknowable.

In Shakespeare’s plays, believers tend to see evidence of faith, and skeptics signs of doubt. At the height of the Enlightenment, freethinker Joseph Ritson wrote that Shakespeare was free from “the reigning superstition of his time” and subscribed to no “temporary religion,” neither “Papish or Protestant, Paganism or Christianity.”

Atheistic philosopher George Santayana wrote an essay titled “Absence of Religion in Shakespeare,” commenting on the bard’s “strange insensibility to religion.” Santayana said it is remarkable that “we should have to search through all the works of Shakespeare to find half a dozen passages that have so much as a religious sound, and that even these passages, upon examination, should prove not to be the expression of any deep religious conception.” At another time, Santayana remarked: “For Shakespeare, in the matter of religion, the choice lay between Christianity and nothing. He chose nothing.”

Playwright George Bernard Shaw observed: “Shakespeare had no conscious religion.”

Although voicing doubt could bring prosecution in Elizabethan England, Shakespeare’s plays contain several lines that seem to lampoon believers.

As for the meaning of life, in all his profound passages, Shakespeare never says that the purpose of human existence is to be saved by the mystical Jesus and go to heaven. Instead, in Macbeth’s great lament (Act 5, Scene 5), he bitterly contends that each life proceeds to oblivion, without ultimate meaning. The soliloquy is a classic of existentialism:

Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day
To the last syllable of recorded time;
And all our yesterdays have lighted fools
The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!
Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage
And then is heard no more; it is a tale
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury
Signifying nothing.


Shakespeare’s Comments on Religion

“In religion, what damned error but some sober brow will bless it, and approve it with a text, hiding the grossness with fair ornament?”—The Merchant of Venice, Act 3, Scene 2

“Thrust your head into the public street, to gaze on Christian fools with varnish’d faces.”—ibid, Act 2, Scene 5

“Methinks sometimes I have no more wit than a Christian….”—Twelfth Night, Act 1, Scene 3

“It is an heretic that makes the fire, not she which burns in it.”—The Winter’s Tale, Act 2, Scene 3

“Thou villain, thou art full of piety.”—Much Ado About Nothing, Act 4, Scene 2

“His worst fault is, he’s given to prayer; he is something peevish that way.”—The Merry Wives of Windsor, Act 1, Scene 4

“Scurvy jack-dog priest! By gar, me vill cut his ears.”—ibid, Act 2, Scene 3

“I always thought it was both impious and unnatural that such immanity and bloody strife should reign among professors of one faith.”—I Henry VI, Act 5, Scene 1

“What, cardinal, is your priesthood grown peremptory? Tantaene animis caelestibus irae?* Churchmen so hot? Good uncle, hide such malice. With such holiness can you do it?”—II Henry VI, Act 2, Scene 1

“Modest doubt is call’d the beacon of the wise.”—Troilus and Cressida, Act 2, Scene 2

“Thou art a proud traitor, priest … gleaning all of the land’s wealth into one, into your own hands, cardinal, by extortion…. I’ll startle you worse than the sacring bell, when the brown wench lay kissing in your arms, lord cardinal.”—King Henry VIII, Act 3, Scene 2

“We are such stuff as dreams are made of, and our little life is rounded with a sleep.”—The Tempest, Act 4, Scene 1

“I tell thee, churlish priest, a ministering angel shall my sister be, when thou liest howling.”—Hamlet, Act 5, Scene 1

“I commend my soul unto the hands of God my Creator, hoping, and assuredly believing through the merits of Jesus Christ, my Savior, to be made partaker of life everlasting.”—opening paragraph of Shakespeare’s will


*“Is there such wrath in heavenly minds?”
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Other Renaissance Figures
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In addition to the historic figures already profiled, here is a sampling of other nonconformity during the Renaissance.

* * *

“The greatest vicissitude of things amongst men is the vicissitude of sects and religions.”—Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626), English scientist, philsopher, and essayist, “Of Vicissitude of Things,” 1597

“In every age, natural philosophy had a troublesome adversary and hard to deal with; namely, superstition, and the blind and immoderate zeal of religion.”—Bacon, Novum Organum, 1620

“It addeth deformity to an ape to be so like a man, so the similitude of superstition to religion makes it the more deformed.”—Bacon, “Of Superstition”

“Atheism leaves a man to sense, to philosophy, to natural piety, to laws, to reputation: all of which may be guides to an outward moral virtue, though religion were not; but superstition dismounts all these and erecteth an absolute monarchy in the minds of men.”—Bacon, ibid.

“The general root of superstition is that men observe when things hit, and not when they miss, and commit to memory the one, and pass over the other.”—Bacon (Wilcox/George)

“The trinitarian believes a virgin to be the mother of a son who is her maker.”—Bacon (Noyes)

“The more contrary to reason the divine mystery, so much the more must it be believed for the glory of God.”—Bacon, ibid.

“The foolish renounce this world and pursue an imaginary world to come.”—Giordano Bruno (1548–1600), Italian philosopher burned at the stake by the Holy Inquisition (Noyes)

“Nothing appears to be really durable, eternal and worthy of the name of principle, save matter alone.”—Bruno, ibid.

“What excellent fools religion makes of men.”—Ben Jonson (1572–1637), English poet and playwright, Sejanus, Act 5, 1603

“Hood an ass with reverend purple, so you can hide his two ambitious ears, and he shall pass for a cathedral doctor.”—Jonson, Volpone, Act 1, Scene 2, 1605

“Take no miracles on trust; always look for causes.”—Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519), Italian artist and inventor (Cardiff)

“It is therefore the duty of princes and heads of republics to uphold the foundations of the religion of their countries, for then it is easy to keep their people religious, and consequently well conducted and united.”—Niccolo Machiavelli (1467–1527), Italian political philosopher, Discourses on the First Ten Books of Livy, 1517

“The church says the earth is flat, but I know that it is round, for I have seen the shadow on the moon, and I have more faith in a shadow than in the church.”—Ferdinand Magellan (1480–1521), Portuguese navigator, quoted by Robert Ingersoll (Seldes)

“Go tell the Church it shows what’s good, and doth no good.”—Sir Walter Raleigh (1554—1618), English poet and navigator, The Lie (Raleigh was accused of atheism by Jesuits.)
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The European Enlightenment
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Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679)
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Immanuel Kant’s maxim, Sapere aude!—Dare to know!—symbolizes the era which historians have labeled the Age of Reason or the Enlightenment, which spanned the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

Intellectuals of that era relished the adventure of using their minds in an unfettered search for knowledge. Subtly, the process undermined religion’s contention that ultimate knowledge was revealed in the Bible and creeds, and must be accepted on faith.

Although doubt could bring brutal prosecution, enlightened thinkers of the time increasingly questioned the church. Many in the late eighteenth century scorned it outright and the number of skeptical writings multiplied immensely.

Thomas Hobbes was a pioneer among logical thinkers who gave rise to the Age of Reason. He was branded an atheist, and repeatedly fled into exile, but nonetheless gained wide renown and lived a long life.

Hobbes was the son of a fiery English vicar who got into a brawl at his church door and disappeared, abandoning his wife and three children. The son went to church schools and to Oxford, then became tutor to a young nobleman who took him traveling in Europe. New scientific advances on the Continent enchanted him.

Hobbes had been born in the year that Catholic Spain sent an armada in a doomed attempt to crush Protestantism in England. He matured in the time when Puritans were dragging England toward a ghastly civil war. Because of the prevailing hate and danger, he said he and fear were twins.

Obsessed with the need for safety and civil order, Hobbes evolved the concept of the social contract: that people, fearing each other, willingly grant power to a ruler or assembly wielding force enough to ensure peace.

When he wrote this concept in a 1640 essay, it angered both sides in England’s growing unrest. Monarchists felt it denied the divine right of kings; Puritans thought it handed too much power to the monarch. Hobbes fled to Paris and lived eleven years in exile, while Puritans conquered England and beheaded the king.

In Paris, Hobbes wrote scientific treatises on matter and motion, contending that spirit has little to do with the universe. And there he also wrote his political masterpiece, Leviathan, reiterating the social contract. The book took a pragmatic approach to religion, saying a ruler may dictate whatever worship the people should follow. It observed that Aristotle, “fearing the fate of Socrates,” compromised with religion.

Hobbes attacked the papacy, which angered French Catholics, so he returned in flight to England to take his chances under the Puritans.

In a written exchange, Hobbes debated free will with the bishop of Londonderry. Their dispute deepened, and the bishop publicly accused him of atheism.

In 1660, the monarchy was restored, and the new king Charles II, who had been a pupil of Hobbes, welcomed him to court. But his presence scandalized the clergy. “Hobbism” was denounced as dangerous freethinking. The bishop of Derry wrote that “the Hobbian principles are destructive to Christianity and to all religion.”

In 1666, Parliament moved against atheism and heresy, and ordered an investigation of Leviathan. Hobbes, then nearly eighty, hastily burned incriminating manuscripts. He wrote a defense saying he wasn’t guilty of heresy because he had not contradicted the Nicene Creed.

Parliament later dropped the atheism action, but the public censor thereafter banned publication of any Hobbes writings on human conduct.

Philosopher Corliss Lamont said Hobbes lived precariously, “some of the more intolerant bishops wishing to have him burned as a heretic.”1

In his final years, although reviled by English enemies, the old philosopher was esteemed abroad, and foreign intellectuals visited him.


Hobbes’s Comments on Religion

“Fear of power invisible, feigned by the mind or imagined from tales publicly allowed, [is] religion; not allowed, superstition.”—Leviathan

“Fear of things invisible, is the natural seed of that which every one in himself calleth religion.”—ibid.

“They that approve a private opinion, call it opinion; but they that dislike it, heresy; and yet heresy signifies no more than private opinion.”—ibid.

“Theology is the kingdom of darkness.”—(Noyes)

“Opinion of ghosts, ignorance of second causes, devotion to what men fear, and taking of things casual for prognostics, consisteth the natural seeds of religion.”—ibid.

“Religions are like pills, which must be swallowed whole without chewing.”—ibid.

“Immortality is a belief grounded upon other men’s sayings, that they knew it supernaturally; or that they knew those who knew them that knew others that knew it supernaturally.”—ibid.

“They define God’s nature as spirit incorporeal and then confess their definition to be unintelligible.”—ibid.

“The papacy is the ghost of the departed Roman Empire, sitting crowned on its grave.”—ibid.


1. Corliss Lamont, The Philosophy of Humanism (New York: Continuum, 1988), p. 41.
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Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677)
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Many philosophers in the Age of Reason were denounced as apostates to Christianity.

Spinoza was different—he was expelled from Judaism. Spinoza was born in Amsterdam of Jewish families who had fled the Inquisition in Spain and Portugal. Both his grandfather and father had been compelled to convert to Christianity to save their lives, until they reached the tolerant Netherlands, where they resumed their original faith.

As a young man, Spinoza’s unorthodox beliefs disturbed synagogue leaders, who offered him an annuity in hope of buying his conformity. After he refused, he was excommunicated from Judaism at age twenty-four and was briefly banished from Amsterdam. Thereafter, he supported himself as a lens grinder, and plunged into philosophical study and writing.

Spinoza contended that God is not personal, or even conscious, but is the underlying substance of nature. He also asserted that people have no life after death, and that nothing in nature is either good or evil. And the Bible is not a scientifically factual record, but consists of “imaginational” writings for moral guidance. Further, Spinoza argued that civil governments should not attempt to enforce approved theology, but should permit unfettered discussion of ideas.

Despite Holland’s relative tolerance, religious persecution occurred. Spinoza was called an atheist. He was defended by intellectual Dutchmen such as statesman Jan de Witt. One of Spinoza’s dissertations was denounced as a work “forged in hell by a renegade Jew and the devil, and issued with the knowledge of Mr. Jan de Witt.” Soon afterward, de Witt was killed by an enraged Dutch mob during a war with France. Spinoza planned to post placards denouncing the “barbarians” who killed his friend, but his landlord forcibly stopped him, probably saving his life.

Never married, Spinoza died at age forty-four of tuberculosis, aggravated by inhaling glass dust from his lens-grinding work.

His writings are a maze of abstruse philosophical logic. Professor Corliss La-mont has remarked:


The truth is that Spinoza did not believe in either God or immortality as usually defined; but subject as he was to persecution by both church and state on account of his unorthodox ideas, it may be that he stayed out of jail and preserved his life through his highly intellectualized redefinitions of God and immortality.1




Spinoza’s Comments on Religion

“Philosophy has no end in view save truth; faith looks for nothing but obedience and piety.”—Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, 1670, chap. 14

“How blest would our age be if it could witness a religion freed from all the trammels of superstition!”—ibid., chap. 11

“… The theologians were everywhere lying in wait for me.”—letter to a friend, explaining his delay in publishing a new treatise, quoted by Corliss Lamont in The Philosophy of Humanism, p. 35

“A miracle signifies nothing more than an event … the cause of which cannot be explained by another familiar instance, or … which the narrator is unable to explain.”—Ethica ordine geometrica demonstrata

“[Believers] are but triflers who, when they cannot explain a thing, run back to the will of God; this is, truly, a ridiculous way of expressing ignorance.”—(Gray)

“Those who wish to seek out the cause of miracles, and to understand the things of nature as philosophers, and not to stare at them in astonishment like fools, are soon considered heretical and impious, and proclaimed as such by those whom the mob adores as the interpreters of nature and the gods. For these men know that, once ignorance is put aside, that wonderment would be taken away, which is the only means by which their authority is preserved.”—Ethics, 1677, appendix

“Popular religion may be summed up as a respect for ecclesiastics.”—quoted by Eugene Brussell in The Dictionary of Quotable Definitions (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1970), p. 490

“I do not know how to teach philosophy without becoming a disturber of established religion.”—in 1670, upon being offered a Heidelberg professorship

“Final causes are nothing but human figments.”—(Noyes)


1. Corliss Lamont, The Philosophy of Humanism (New York: Continuum, 1988), p. 35.
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John Locke (1632–1704)
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Today, the divine right of kings seems a laughable notion; but nobody laughed in the seventeenth century, when challenging the concept could lead to the gib bet. The disappearance of this and other lethal doctrines was partly wrought by thinkers of the Age of Reason, such as English philosopher-scientist-moralist John Locke.

Locke came of age amid holy horror. While he was young, fanatical English Puritans under Oliver Cromwell waged civil war against the Anglican establishment of King Charles I. Cromwell won, and beheaded Charles. The Puritans banned entertainments, closed theaters, and even decreed death for sex outside marriage.

After Cromwell died, an Anglican backlash brought the restoration of the monarchy. Cromwell’s body was unearthed, and his head was mounted on a pole. Anglicans banned non-Anglican worship, and eventually decreed death for attending a nonconformist service.

Surrounded by absolutism, Locke cautiously advocated tolerance. His liberalism was shared by the Earl of Shaftesbury, and the two became outspoken colleagues. Shaftesbury, who opposed the possible ascension of Catholic James II to the throne, was forced to flee to Holland, where he died. Locke likewise fled, and was accused of treason in absentia.

When James was crowned in 1685, Locke reportedly joined English Protestants in urging Holland’s Protestant William of Orange to invade England and drive James from power. This “Glorious Revolution” of 1688 succeeded, and it was safe for Locke to return home.

At last free to write, he published the treatises that left his mark on the world. Regarding epistemology, the study of how knowledge is obtained, he denied the premise that God implants morality and piety in people’s minds. Locke contended that all ideas arise from observation and logic, not from divine insertion.

Locke urged religious toleration and minimized the need for fixed dogmas. This caused him to be denounced as a Socinian, after Faustus Socinus, a medieval Italian who rejected the Trinity.

In science, he embraced the “corpuscular” theory that matter is composed of atoms.

Most importantly, Locke advocated democracy, contending that government should rest on the consent of the governed, not on the divine authority of kings. Particularly, he recommended separation of church and state, as well as the separation of powers within government. Locke’s ideas later were adopted in America’s great experiment in popular rule.

Locke cannot be called a disbeliever, for he declared himself a Christian. Yet his championing of logic and tolerance helped make it possible for many in the Age of Reason to question supernaturalism.


Locke’s Comments on Religion

“Religion, which should most distinguish us from beasts, and ought most peculiarly to elevate us, as rational creatures, above brutes, is that wherein men often appear most irrational, and more senseless than beasts themselves.”—An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 1690

“Faith, on the other side, is the assent to any proposition not thus made out by the deductions of reason, but upon the credit of the proposer, as coming from God, in some extraordinary way of communication.”—ibid.

“Nothing that is contrary to, and inconsistent with, the clear and self-evident dictates of reason, has a right to be urged or assented to as a matter of faith, wherein reason hath nothing to do.”—ibid.

“Every sect, as far as reason will help them, make use of it gladly; and where it fails them, they cry out, ‘It is a matter of faith, and above reason.’ “—ibid.

“… The literati, or learned, keeping to the old religion of China, and the ruling party there, are all of them atheists.”—ibid.

“However, that some may not color their spirit of persecution and un-Christian cruelty with a pretense of care of the public weal … I esteem it above all things necessary to distinguish exactly the business of civil government from that of religion, and to settle the just bounds that lie between the one and the other.”—A Letter Concerning Toleration, 1689

“Possibly if a true estimate were made of the morality and religions of the world, we should find that the far greater part of mankind received even those opinions and ceremonies they would die for, rather from the fashions of their countries and the constant practice of those about them than from any conviction of their reasons.”—On Education

“How many men have no other ground for their tenets than the supposed honesty, or learning, or number of those of the same profession.”—(Noyes)

“People who are born to orthodoxy imbibe the opinions of their country or party and never question their truth.”—ibid.

“How any man who should inquire and know for himself can content himself with a faith or belief taken upon trust, is to be astonishing.”—ibid.
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