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INTRODUCTION

For some eighty-five years—between, roughly, 1725 and 1810—the American colonies and early Republic were agitated by what can only be described as a revolutionary movement. When most people today think of this period in the history of the United States, they think of the political revolution that simmered, eventually erupted, and culminated in the break from England and the establishment of the American Republic. That revolution is not our subject here, although there are obvious connections between the two. Instead, this book deals with a revolution in religious and ethical thought, one that started modestly enough in the beginning but swelled to inflammatory militancy toward the eighteenth century’s end. In the process, it helped to change the way in which American religious leaders practiced theology, as well as influenced the direction of popular religious sensibility. This revolution, which was the first major widespread challenge to Christian orthodoxy in America, was spearheaded by a group of thinkers who can be called “rational infidels.” These men defended a religion of nature and reason known then and now as deism.


Deism was that religious worldview which sprang from the Enlightenment’s emphasis upon reason, natural philosophy (or what today would be called science), and experience. Its central tenets can be easily summarized, in spite of the fact that there was a certain degree of diversity in the thought of its individual proponents. Deism insisted that reality is the creation of a perfectly benevolent and rational deity—the “Supreme Architect”—whose divine rationality and goodness are reflected in his handiwork. Physical reality, for the deists, conforms to universal, immutable, and absolute laws of nature set in motion by God. The discovery and comprehension of these laws is within the reach of the human mind which, like everything else in creation, is imbued with vestiges of the divine rationality. In coming to know reality, humans also gain a deeper appreciation of the Divine Architect’s character, since it is through natural law that he reveals himself. Moreover, the highest form of worship of the Deity is in the exercise of those godlike qualities that he has bestowed upon humanity: reason and benevolence. A rational and empirical investigation of nature, then, is the basis of “true” theology, and the examination of one’s conscience as well as the virtuous treatment of fellow humans is the foundation of all ethics.


Had the American rational infidels stopped here, it is unlikely that their thought would have sparked the religious revolution it did. After all, an increasing number of eighteenth-century conservative and liberal Christians, from Cotton Mather and Jonathan Edwards to William Paley, were sympathetic with the claim that God reveals himself in his handiwork and that, consequently, one approach to the divine was through the investigation of the natural world. But the deists went much further by insisting that the rational study of nature was the only avenue to an understanding of the Deity. Consequently, they dismissed—sometimes systematically, sometimes polemically—the supernaturalist doctrines of miracles and special revelation, argued that neither Scripture nor ecclesial tradition possessed divine authority or internal consistency, and refused to accept either the divinity of Jesus or the orthodox trinitarian definition of the Godhead. Such doctrines, they charged, violated ordinary human experience and were antithetical to the dictates of reason. Belief in them, they said, not only kept mankind in the shackles of superstition and ignorance but also insulted the majesty and dignity of God.


Even more radically, many (but not all) of the American deists also argued that the Christian religion exerted a pernicious moral influence upon humankind. It vitiated virtue by convincing humans that they were utterly corrupted by original sin and hence incapable of improving themselves through their own efforts. It encouraged intolerance and the persecution of dissent by claiming to be the one true religion. It hampered progress in the sciences as well as retarded social justice by doctrinally promoting ignorance and institutionally repressing freedom of thought and expression. Christianity, in short, was seen by the deists as more than just a perversely irrational theology. In their judgment, it was also a fundamental obstacle to the improvement of humankind and the amelioration of social and political injustices.


Given the connection they saw between theological belief and social justice, the rational infidels also directed their energies to the reformation of what they regarded as those social and political institutions that bred intolerance and stunted the progress of reason and human felicity. In politics, each of the deists was ardently republican, believing it was the duty of the state to protect the “natural” rights of freedom of conscience and equality of opportunity. In their eyes, humans could flourish only in a social environment that allowed them the widest possible latitude for self-expression and rational inquiry. Consequently, the American deists’ campaign for religious freedom was paralleled by agitation for the elimination of those social institutions that were obstacles to the creation of such an environment. They denounced slavery, the abuse of Native Americans, the subjugation of women, and religious persecution of freethinkers and members of dissenting sects. They insisted upon absolute freedom of the press and universal education, and vigorously opposed both implicit and explicit collaboration between church and state. In short, the American deists sought to liberate the conscience as well as reason, the individual as well as society. For them, there was no significant distinction between ecclesial and political oppression. Both were unwarranted incursions upon the human spirit that promoted ignorance and subservience, and hence violated the God-given faculty of reason.


In their own eyes, the deists were champions of a rational and humanistic religion, and prophets of a coming age of reason in which humans would finally liberate themselves from the shackles of tradition and enjoy the fruits of progress. In the eyes of their orthodox theological and political opponents, they were loathsome apostates, traitors to the ways of both God and religion, and disrupters of the established social order. But regardless of on which side of the debate an individual fell, one thing was clear to the eighteenth-century mind: the gauntlet these rational infidels threw down before Christianity could not be ignored. Orthodoxy in the United States would not reel again from such a sustained onslaught against its cherished beliefs until the late nineteenth-century debate sparked by Darwinism.
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This study makes no claim to being a systematic history of American deism. Such a treatise still remains to be written, and would be at least twice the size of the present volume. Instead, my aim here is more modest. In the pages that follow, I’ve attempted to capture the heart of the American deistic worldview by examining the thought of its primary champions: Benjamin Franklin, Ethan Allen, Thomas Jefferson, Tom Paine, Elihu Palmer, and Philip Freneau. The six middle chapters of this book are devoted to a summary and critique of their separate positions. Predictably, there is a good deal of overlap in the thought of these six rational infidels. Each of them, after all, approached the issue of religion from more or less similar starting points, and each of them was fundamentally loyal to the deistic worldview. But having acknowledged the continuity of their thought, it is also necessary to point out that each of their reflections on deism bears the stamp of the individual man. Franklin’s ideal of rational religion had a focus and tone different from that of Palmer’s or Freneau’s, in spite of the fact that all three of them agreed on a good many central issues. Likewise, Jefferson, Allen, and Paine each concentrated on different avenues of exploration, although they concurred on basics. Consequently, in discussing the contributions of these six deists, I’ve chosen to highlight the uniqueness of their individual perspectives by focusing on those emphases that render each of them distinctive thinkers.


Franklin’s deism, for example, is primarily characterized by a curious ambivalence born of his struggle to accommodate certain aspects of the Calvinist ethos with natural religion. Ethan Allen’s singular trademark as a deist is the fact that he was the first American to author a book-length defense of natural religion. Cumbersome as his treatise is, it spotlights him as the pioneer of American deism. Thomas Jefferson’s special deistic focus centered on what he took to be the purity of Christian ethical teachings stripped of their unacceptably supernaturalist presuppositions. Tom Paine’s forte was polemical debate. He was neither an original nor especially penetrating thinker, but he did possess a memorable rhetorical talent for savaging the claims of orthodox Christianity, which earned him the reputation, in his day as well as ours, of being the deistic iconoclast. Elihu Palmer, the eloquent, renegade Presbyterian minister, did more than any other American rational infidel to turn deism into a nationwide and militant movement. Along with Jefferson, he was the most philosophically sophisticated of the American deists, and penned a comprehensive treatise on natural theology that became a bestseller in the young Republic. Finally, Philip Freneau carved a niche for himself in the pantheon of American deism by praising nature and nature’s God in lyrical poetry which both reflected his commitment to rational religion and anticipated nineteenth-century romanticism. In focusing upon the distinctive and unique contributions of each of these men, my aim has been to paint a scenario which does justice to the broad scope of American deistic thought without sacrificing either its richness or its depth.


The six portraits of American deists which comprise the bulk of this volume, then, provide an account of deistic sensibility in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries by focusing upon the individuals behind the movement. In the first chapter, however, I set the stage for the middle portraits by speaking in more general terms. There I discuss the general characteristics of the Enlightenment ethos which gave birth to natural religion. I also sketch the historical and intellectual factors which gave rise to and uniquely stamped American deism (as opposed to British or French deism) and demonstrate how threatened orthodox believers were by American deism’s challenge to Christianity.


In the final chapter, I conclude the discussion by examining the reasons for the eventual demise of American deism as a national movement, as well as reflect upon the legacy it bequeathed to subsequent American thought. As will be seen, the deistic ideal of a rational religion began to lose currency as the eighteenth century gave way to the nineteenth. Infidelity would continue to challenge orthodox Christianity in the nineteenth century, but it differed in both emphasis and style from the Enlightenment-based rationalistic approach of the deists. Part of the reason for deism’s ultimate demise was the increasingly obvious simplicity of its views of God, knowledge and human nature. But, curiously, another explanation for its failure to sustain itself as a widespread popular movement is that it succeeded so well in ameliorating the dogmatic supernaturalism of orthodox Christianity in America that it reduced the need for its own continued existence.


Two points about my approach should be mentioned here. First, I’ve tried to let the six American deists speak for themselves as much as possible, and consequently have not hesitated to load the text with generous quotations from their works. Most of the primary sources used here are long out of print, and hence inaccessible to both the lay and even scholarly audience, and I thought it important to resurrect their voices (along with their occasional eccentric spelling and grammar). But my treatment of American deism is not purely narrative—supposing, of course, that such an enterprise is even possible. I have also tried to interpret and philosophically appraise the central claims of Enlightenment deism. This interpretation is of two kinds. First, I have reflected upon the strengths and weaknesses of specific arguments defended by individual deists in each of the six middle chapters. In addition, I’ve devoted a good part of chapter 8 to an analytic examination of the strengths as well as the weaknesses of Enlightenment deism in general.


Second, as the reader will notice, I’ve provided biographical sketches of all the deists treated here except Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson. The omission of biographies in these two cases is neither an oversight nor an arbitrary decision on my part. Franklin and Jefferson are household names in America, and few individuals are totally ignorant of at least the broad outlines of their careers and personal lives. Moreover, there is an abundance of secondary biographical literature available to any reader who wishes to explore the matter more fully. But the lives of Allen, Palmer, Freneau, and (to a point) Paine are much less well known, and there is a relative dearth of information available about them as persons. Consequently, I thought it necessary to provide the reader with a brief summary of their lives in order, as it were, to fill in the gaps.



INTRODUCTION TO THE REVISED EDITION

The first edition of this book, then titled Rational Infidels: The American Deists, appeared nearly twenty years ago. Published by a small press, the book’s initial printing quickly sold out, and I was gratified that its reception by both scholars and general readers was favorable and even enthusiastic. Unfortunately, the press that released it went defunct before a second printing could be arranged.


At the time it appeared, Rational Infidels was the only book-length treatment of American deism. Nearly two decades later, somewhat to my surprise, it still is. In the intervening years, I’ve received hundreds of requests from people who wished to read the book but were unable to locate a copy of it. So it’s with great satisfaction that I offer this revised version to the public. I’m very grateful to Steven L. Mitchell, editor-in-chief of Prometheus Books, for his enthusiastic support for the project.


In preparing this new edition, I found myself both pleased and mortified—pleased that the substance of my analyses of the American deists still, in my opinion, holds; but mortified that my prose was sometimes irritatingly prolix. My only excuse is that I was a relatively young scholar when I wrote the book, and (like many young scholars) too fond of my own words. In this revised edition, then, I’ve allowed most of my original interpretations to stand, but I’ve done my best to smooth out infelicitous sentences and clean up my worst lapses into wordiness. I’ve also added section titles throughout each chapter and updated the notes to reflect recent scholarship. I hope that all this makes the book more reader-friendly.


In this age of the Internet, many (but by no means all) eighteenth-century books written by British and American deists are more readily available than they were twenty years ago. But for the reader who wishes a convenient compendium of the pertinent writings of each of the deists discussed here, I recommend my anthology The American Deists: Voices of Reason and Dissent in the Early Republic (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1992). It was intended as a companion volume to Rational Infidels, and serves Revolutionary Deists equally well in that capacity.


Revolutionary Deists is dedicated to the memory of a dear friend and astute student of the eighteenth century: John X. Jobson. John embodied the range of interests, high regard for reason, and love of learning that characterized the Enlightenment. All of us who knew him are better for it. 











CHAPTER ONE

THE “AGE OF LICENTIOUS LIBERTY”

DEISM IN AMERICA

When Alexis de Tocqueville published the second volume of his massive Democracy in America in 1840, one of the aspects of the culture of the early Republic that he examined was religious sensibility. De Tocqueville, a French Catholic, was intrigued by Christian belief in the United States. He was particularly impressed with its pervasiveness. “The religious atmosphere of the country was the first thing that struck me on arrival in the United States,” he says. Elsewhere, he marvels that “America is still the place where the Christian religion has kept the greatest power over men’s souls. … [T]he sects in the United States belong to the great unity of Christendom, and Christian morality is everywhere the same.” But even more amazing to de Tocqueville than the ubiquity of Christian sentiment was his perception that Americans regarded Christianity as “necessary to the maintenance of republican institutions.” He noted that any politician who dared attack Christian belief would suffer a swift public fall, and that witnesses in courts of law who denied belief in the existence of (the Christian) God would not be sworn in, “on the ground that [they] had destroyed beforehand all possible confidence in [their] testimony.” His conclusion was that “for the Americans the ideas of Christianity and liberty are so completely mingled that it is almost impossible to get them to conceive of the one without the other.” Consequently, he suggested, “Religion, which never intervenes directly in the government of American society, should [nonetheless] be considered as the first of their political institutions.”1

De Tocqueville’s appraisal of the role of Christian belief in early nineteenth-century America provides us with a fascinating portrait of religious sensibility in the early Republic. But when read against its broader historical background, this snippet of Americana becomes even more intriguing. It is obvious that de Tocqueville’s 1840 description could, with a few qualifications, equally well describe American religious belief today. It may be that a greater number of citizens now than in de Tocqueville’s time have reservations about the literal truth of many Christian doctrines, but it is a fair estimate that few political figures who publicly confess such infidelity will enjoy long public careers. (In a 2007 poll, for example, over half of surveyed Americans said they would not vote for a presidential candidate who professed disbelief in the existence of God.)2 Moreover, although the doctrine of separation between church and state has continued to withstand periodic judicial challenges, it is also the case that the notions of liberty and democracy are still inextricably associated in the public mind with Judeo-Christian values. It is as true today as it was one hundred and fifty years ago that religious conviction—or at least rhetorical appeals to it—is a sustaining element in Americans’ attitudes about civic and political responsibility as well as about personal character. As such, it is still a “political institution”—in, of course, de Tocqueville’s sense.

But if one moves backward in time from de Tocqueville’s 1840 description of Christian belief in America, a rather startling discovery surfaces. Barely a generation before de Tocqueville traveled to America, a century-long revolt against Christian belief was at its high point. Had an eighteenth-century de Tocqueville visited America sometime between, roughly, 1725 and 1810, he would have received a much less homogeneous impression of religious sensibility in America. In those years, orthodox Christian belief was systematically and at times savagely criticized by a group of thinkers who called themselves “deists.” Influenced by the Enlightenment’s championship of reason and science, the American deists rejected the supernaturalist worldview of conventional Christianity. They denied the possibility of revelation or miracles, refused to acknowledge that Jesus was divine or the Godhead trinitarian, and in many instances they even insisted that the moral precepts spelled out in the New Testament were unworthy of either God or man. In place of the Christian faith, they defended a religion based upon the dictates of reason and conscience, and argued that God revealed himself not through the moldering pages of Scripture so much as through the panorama of natural law. The deists would have agreed with de Tocqueville that religious sensibility should be a guiding force in the establishment of social mores and political institutions, but would have vehemently insisted that such sensibility springs from the religion of nature, as they frequently called their perspective, and not from Christian dogma. For them, orthodox Christianity was one of the primary historical obstacles to the progress of both government and science. It was an “infamy,” a “despotism,” a form of “mental lying,” which enchained the human spirit in superstition, ignorance, and fear. It was a tyrant to be deplored and overthrown, not the salutary spiritual standard applauded in Democracy in America. In short, religious belief in eighteenth-century America was not at all the pervasive and rather complacent Christianity that de Tocqueville encountered in 1840. Three generations of deists, whom their orthodox contemporaries lambasted as “infidels,” saw to that.

Although deism in America erupted into a national and militant movement toward the end of the eighteenth century, its early and middle periods were relatively sedate. Early American intellectuals such as Benjamin Franklin were sympathetic to the idea of rational religion, but wary about publicly trumpeting their infidelity. There are several explanations for this reticence.

First, early and mid-eighteenth century sympathizers with deism’s rejection of supernatural religion were often somewhat ambivalent in their endorsement of the new way of thinking. Most of them agreed that orthodox tenets of American Calvinism such as the utter depravity of humans were unacceptable because they were offensive to human reason and dignity. But because they lived during a period in which orthodox Calvinism’s worldview was so pervasive, many of them were unable to completely throw over the trappings of supernaturalism. Franklin, for example, continued to believe in the possibility of special providences, holding that the Deity could and occasionally did supernaturally intervene in human affairs. Later deists rejected such lingering fidelity to Christian doctrine. But deistically minded Americans in the early years of the eighteenth century, caught as they were in the sometimes confusing transition period between Calvinism and the Enlightenment, were not as unambiguously confident. Deism in the first half of the century, then, was often an uneasy amalgamation of Enlightenment-based natural religion and Calvinist-inspired supernaturalism. The theological ambivalence felt by its early supporters made them reluctant to defend publicly a religious model about which they themselves, to one degree or another, were unsure.

Moreover, early sympathizers with deistic rationalism hesitated to go public because of their fear that dissemination of the new way of thinking would undermine social stability. Many colonial intellectuals attracted to deism were also suspicious and contemptuous of what they tended to think of as the “mob.” They feared that a diminution of the normative and ecclesial authority of traditional Christianity would open the floodgates of anarchy. The “common” people, in their estimation, were too boorish and unlettered to appreciate or profit from a religion founded upon reason and nature, and therefore needed artificial and institutionalized standards to control their behavior. The deists thought it better to allow the mob to retain its faith in conventional Christian beliefs until such time as it was better educated and hence more receptive to the dictates of rational conscience. Until that day arrived, deism was best confined to the genteel drawing room and the gentleman-scholar’s study. This fear of the socially disruptive effects of natural religion’s demolition of Christianity was expressed as late as 1786 by Benjamin Franklin, when he advised a correspondent against the publication of a popular tract on deism.


I would advise you, therefore, not to attempt unchaining the Tyger, but to burn the Piece before it is seen by any other Person; whereby you will save yourself a great deal of Mortification from the enemies it may raise against you, and perhaps a good deal of regret and Repentance. If men are so wicked as we now see them with religion, what would they be if without it?3



Franklin’s advice is especially revealing, because it also hints at the third major reason for American deism’s early reticence: “You will save yourself a great deal of mortification from the enemies it may raise against you.” Franklin was quite correct, even as late as 1786. The American colonies had a long history of religious intolerance. In 1658, for example, the Pilgrims of Plymouth Colony enacted an anti-Quaker law that mandated “No Quaker Rantor or any other corrupt person shall be a freeman of this Corporation.” A few years later, three “incorrigible” members of the Society of Friends were hanged by the Puritans in Boston. The southern colonies also enacted equally draconian laws against religious dissent. In the early eighteenth century, Virginian legislators decreed that disbelief in the authority of the Bible was illegal, and disqualified non-Christians from holding public office. Blasphemy, which included as minor a transgression as the profession of doubt about scriptural authority, was a jailable offense. Nor did other colonies, with the exception of Rhode Island, brook dissent. Georgia, South Carolina, North Carolina, New Jersey, and New Hampshire each required that members of their assemblies be Protestants in good standing. Even Pennsylvania was no exception. An act passed in 1700 required inhabitants to either attend church services on Sundays or show they worshipped privately in their homes. Violators of this early “blue law” risked a hefty fine.

These and similar pieces of legislation predictably served as disincentives for public confessions of deism, which most American Christians, regardless of their particular sectarian allegiance, regarded as outright atheism.

Repressive laws against religious dissent were gradually expunged from the books toward the end of the eighteenth century, largely due to the tireless efforts of legislators such as Jefferson, Madison, and South Carolina’s Charles Pinckney. But even then, freethinkers who publicly advertised their apostasy suffered social opprobrium as well as sanctions. Ethan Allen, who in 1784 published his Oracles of Reason, the first full-blown American defense of deism, was castigated by the faithful as “one of the wickedest men that ever walked this guilty globe.” Tom Paine, whose militant book The Age of Reason came out in 1794/5, was contemptuously dismissed as a “drunken atheist” and “detested reptile.” Thomas Jefferson, an intensely private man who never publicly discussed his deistic sympathies, was branded an “atheist and fanatic.” Even after the likelihood of legal persecution had diminished, it was an act of almost foolhardy bravery to admit to deistic leanings.

Still, as the century progressed, deistic sentiments became more prevalent and their holders more outspoken. American colleges were the first settings to be infected by public infidelity. As early as 1759, Ezra Stiles, alarmed at what he perceived as the frightening extent to which skepticism had encroached upon the academy, lamented that “Deism has got such Head in this Age of Licentious Liberty” that colleges had no choice but to acknowledge its presence and “conquer and demolish it.”4 By the end of the century, “licentious liberty” was even more entrenched in American colleges. Yale, for example, had earned a somewhat exaggerated reputation for free thought. Lyman Beecher, who became a student there in 1793, later recalled that the “college was [then] in a most ungodly state. The college church was almost extinct. Most of the students were skeptical. … That was the day of the infidelity of the Tom Paine school. Boys that dressed flax in the barn, as I used to, read Tom Paine and believed him. … Most of the class before me were infidels, and called each other Voltaire, Rousseau, D’Alembert.”5

Nor was Yale the exception. Apostasy raged at any number of other institutions of higher learning. Virginia’s College of William and Mary was known as a training ground for “infidelity.”6 In 1799, the College of New Jersey (Princeton) had “only three or four [students] who made any pretensions to piety.”7 A 1789 alumnus of Dartmouth College recalled that his fellow students had been “very unruly, lawless, and without the fear of God,” and lamented that ten years later “but a single member of the class of 1799 was publicly known as a professing Christian.”8 Even Harvard became enmeshed in free thought. William Ellery Channing, who graduated from there in 1798, sadly recalled: “[the college] was never in a worse state than when I entered. … The tone of books and conversation was presumptuous and daring. The tendency of all classes was to skepticism.”9 Officials at Harvard obviously shared Channing’s concern. In 1791, the college’s overseers publicly banned and burned Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire because of what they perceived as its uncomplimentary interpretation of early Christianity. Three years later, when young William Channing matriculated, each incoming student was presented with a copy of Richard Watson’s Apology for the Bible. This treatise was a polemic directed against the “Tom Paine school.” The very fact that Harvard officials felt compelled to make Watson required reading reveals the extent to which young college-bound men at the end of the century were fascinated by and attracted to the religion of nature.

Deism’s influence in the American colleges was more intense, perhaps, than in the general populace. But even there, infidelity became increasingly obvious—and, to the faithful, worrisome—as the century drew to a close. Newspapers, journals, magazines, and broadsides published scores of articles on deism, many of which spawned additional scores of furious or delighted responses. Elihu Palmer, a blind renegade minister, is largely responsible for moving deism from academic enclaves to the popular forum. Beginning in the early 1790s, Palmer launched a nationwide crusade for deism which, ironically, had all the rhetorical fervor of an old-fashioned religious revival. He stumped the Eastern seaboard from Maine to Georgia, touting the religion of nature and harshly condemning Christian doctrine and ethics. In addition, he founded deistical societies in state after state to continue spreading the word in his absence, and edited two deistical newspapers, each of which enjoyed wide circulations. The first, called The Temple of Reason (1800–1801), exerted such influence in the Middle Atlantic and Southern states that John Hargrove, a Baltimore minister, felt obliged to found The Temple of Truth as an orthodox antidote to Palmer’s perniciously spreading appeal.

Palmer’s second journalistic foray, the Prospect, ran from 1803 to 1805, and likewise attracted a large readership. The extent of its circulation is suggested by the fact that its subscribers were requested to pay their rates to agents in Newburgh, Rhinebeck, Philadelphia, and New York City. Thanks to the efforts of Palmer and other militant infidels, deism at century’s end had thrown aside its earlier reticence. Doctrinal ambivalence, genteel qualms about the socially disruptive consequences of deism, and fear of persecution vanished in a wave of enthusiasm for nature’s God. The widespread popularity of deism at this time is indicated by the following outburst of frightened rage by one Rev. Robert Hall in his 1801 publication Modern Infidelity:


The efforts of infidels, to diffuse the principles of infidelity among the common people, is another alarming symptom peculiar to the present time. [Earlier deists] addressed themselves solely to the more polished classes of the community. … [But now deism,] having at length reached its full maturity …, boldly ventures to challenge the suffrages of the people, solicits the acquaintance of peasants and mechanics, and seeks to draw whole nations to its standard.10



Deism-inspired infidelity, in short, was no longer the preserve of the cultured and educated. It now belonged to the masses, and embroiled the entire Republic in a debate as incendiary as it was far reaching. Through either personal reading or word of mouth, few people in these years were unaware of the deistic challenge to Christian authority.

Ironically, the Christian establishment’s rather hysterical reaction to the spread of deism only served to keep the movement in the public eye. Men of the cloth relentlessly blasted the “new infidelity” from their pulpits, unwittingly arousing their parishioners’ already lively curiosity about this threat to orthodox hegemony. Pamphlet after pamphlet was churned out by ministers eager to warn the unsuspecting about the “Antichrist” rearing up in their midst. Doubtless, many of these tracts achieved their intended purpose, but it is also the case that some of them backfired. Young Ben Franklin, for example, was converted to deism after devouring several anti-deistic polemics.11 Ministerial volleys such as the Reverend Uzal Ogden’s thunderous charge that deism “more became a lunatick, than a person in the enjoyment of his rational sense!” titillated and intrigued the average person, prodding him or her to learn more about the religion of nature.12 One clergyman, belatedly recognizing the unexpected consequences of such publicity, gloomily predicted that “our Zion must die without an helper” while deistic infidels laughed at her “dying groans.” Likewise aware that clerical denunciations were shoving deism center stage, the Methodist Episcopal Church urged a national day of fasting and prayer in 1796 to recall the country to its senses. The general assembly of the Presbyterian Church followed suit two years later, adding with typical Calvinist earnestness that divine wrath would smite the United States unless she turned away from deism.13 But all such attempts to stem the tide of deistic infidelity proved fruitless. Elihu Palmer certainly exaggerated when he boasted toward century’s end that there were “thousands and tens of thousands of deists” in America, but he was not off by much.14 True, the movement would eventually burn itself out by 1810, but until that time, Ezra Stiles and other Christian champions were quite justified in seeing the period as an “Age of Licentious Liberty.” One can only speculate how de Tocqueville would have reacted to the religious climate had he visited America in the eighteenth century’s final decade. But one thing is certain: his impressions of American religious sensibility would have been quite different than they were a generation later.



THE NEW LEARNING

The natural religion defended by deists in both America and Europe was a product of the Enlightenment, that period in Western thought which is roughly coterminous with the eighteenth century. The period is also called the Age of Reason, an appellation immortalized by Tom Paine, the most iconoclastic of the American deists. But like so many other striking labels, this one is somewhat misleading if taken as an unambiguous description of the Enlightenment ethos. It is true that the era’s temperament was firmly grounded upon the principles of reason and science, or what the eighteenth century commonly referred to as “natural philosophy.” But it is also the case that several of the period’s most prominent philosophers—Rousseau, for example, comes immediately to mind—do not comfortably fit this conventional mold. Consequently, in thinking about the Enlightenment as an intellectual movement, it is more accurate to view it as a generally pervasive attitude, a basic worldview orientation, than a uniform system of specific beliefs and propositions. As Carl Becker correctly points out, the Enlightenment ethos was a “climate of opinion” that allowed for a wide latitude of individual perspectives, not a monolithic school of thought.15 As will become apparent in subsequent chapters, the rich diversity of opinion encouraged by the Enlightenment’s climate is especially striking in American deism.

Still, in spite of the wide divergences of opinion among Enlightenment thinkers, most of them were in solid agreement over fundamental methodological and philosophical issues, and it is possible therefore to speak of the movement in somewhat general terms. This near unanimity in regards to basic principles stemmed from the period’s enthusiastic endorsement of the thought of three seventeenth-century thinkers: Francis Bacon, Isaac Newton, and John Locke. The influence of these three men upon Enlightenment thinkers in general and American deists in particular can hardly be exaggerated. Together, they laid the foundations for a new way of thinking about knowledge, reality, God, and society that propelled Western thought into the so-called modern era. Enlightenment savants were so impressed by this perspective that they tended to call it the New Learning, the implication being that it once and for all had supplanted the “old learning” of bygone centuries.

Francis Bacon (1561–1626) laid the first cornerstone of the New Learning by defending what he and many of his followers considered to be a new logic.16 This system was first outlined in The Great Instauration (1603) and further elaborated in the Novum Organon (1620). In both of these works, Bacon severely criticized the traditional Aristotelian model of “syllogistic” logic for what he took to be its overweening formalism. The “old” organon, he maintained, ignored ordinary experience of the physical world and concentrated exclusively on the deduction of logical implications from abstract first principles. The arguments generated from such a method, Bacon conceded, are logically impeccable, but they lack any concrete applicability or “scientific” utility. Because the major premises upon which the old logic grounds its deductions are a priori and untested, drawn from hidebound tradition rather than empirical investigation, the conclusions to which they give rise are abstract—and hence vapid—speculations possessing neither explanatory nor practical value. As such, according to Bacon, “demonstration by syllogism” lets “nature skip out of its hands.”17

In place of the old Aristotelian model of deductive logic, Bacon proposed a “new” organon which derived its first principles from the concrete data of experience rather than a priori speculation. The old system erred in incestuously manipulating nothing but words and propositions in its search for deductively airtight conclusions. The new system, on the other hand, proceeded inductively, scrutinizing physical phenomena, inferring probabilistic generalizations, experimentally testing and retesting these inferences against physical data, and then mathematically formulating the generalizations that held up as expressions of natural law. This methodological emphasis upon experience, Bacon assured his readers, not only provided a more solid foundation for human knowledge than the formalistic Aristotelian approach, but also infused an instrumentality into logical reasoning, thereby providing humans with a practical calculus by which to manipulate and subdue nature. For Bacon, as well as his eighteenth-century admirers, logical analysis became synonymous with what today would be called applied science. Knowledge, as Bacon said, is empowering, and his “novum organon” promised to provide the key to such empowerment. As he put it in The Great Instauration:


The art which I introduce … is a kind of logic; though the difference between it and the ordinary [or syllogistic logic] is great; indeed immense. For the ordinary logic professes to contrive and prepare helps and guards for the understanding, as mine does; and in this one point they agree. But mine differs from it in three points especially, viz., in the end aimed at; in the order of demonstration; and in the starting point of the inquiry. For the end which this [logic] of mine proposes is the invention not of arguments but of works; not of things in accordance with principles, but of principles themselves; and not of probable reasons, but of designations and directions for works. And as the intention is different, so accordingly is the effect; the effect of the one being to overcome an opponent in argument, of the other to command nature in action.18



Bacon’s call for a logical methodology that took experience rather than abstract speculation as its starting point struck a responsive chord in his contemporaries. It appealed to them partly because it conveniently supplanted a model of logic which, although traditionally honored, was increasingly perceived as methodologically inadequate. But even more significantly, Bacon’s system of inductive reasoning was endorsed wholeheartedly because it promised to unravel the mysteries of the physical order—a realm that was fast becoming an object of fascination for the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century mind—and in addition claimed to be the necessary conceptual tool for the continuous “invention of arts.” It bequeathed to the modern era a heady vision of steady scientific progress that appealed to the savant as well as the early capitalist.

The advantages of Bacon’s new logic over the syllogistic model were dramatically illustrated by the natural philosophy of Isaac Newton (1642–1727). In both his Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica (1687) and Optics (1704), Newton provided the eighteenth century with a systematic description of physical reality that demonstrated to everyone’s satisfaction the superiority of Baconian observation, experiment, and mathematical calculation to Aristotelian speculation. Newton himself claimed to be following the path Bacon had blazed. As he proudly observed in describing his methodology, “Hypotheses non fingo”—“I do not feign hypotheses.”

In keeping with his endorsement of Bacon’s rejection of a priori first principles, Newton insisted that the “whole burden” of natural philosophy consists in an empirical investigation of physical “forces” from which the observer infers lawlike generalizations.19 Starting, therefore, with a careful study of the obvious phenomenon of force or motion, Newton worked to construct a systematic model of physical reality that showed the material order to be explicable in terms of insurmountable and uniform natural laws. The axioms of this natural philosophy were a far cry from the a priori assumptions favored by pre-Baconian thinkers. They were “deduced from phenomena and made general by induction” … a process, Newton asserted, that provided “the highest evidence … a proposition can have.”20 Such deductions revealed that physical reality is best envisioned as a clockwork mechanism of complex intricacy whose parts function with a uniform and immutable precision that allows for neither spontaneity nor change. As Newton rather laconically put it, “Nature is very consonant and conformable to her self.”

While Newton’s natural philosophy reinforced the eighteenth century’s confidence in Bacon’s method, it also convinced the Enlightenment savant that reality was eminently knowable because completely rational—what other word could better describe a network of causes and effects whose operations are uniformly lawlike, immutable, and mathematically expressible? Moreover, this demonstration of reality’s intrinsic knowability underscored the Baconian insistence that science is properly most concerned with the “invention of the arts.” Newton’s grand cosmological mapping of physical reality assured the eighteenth-century natural philosopher that there is no limit to either scientific knowledge or technological progress. The key to nature and nature’s ways had been discovered, and the universe now revealed itself as a new continent to be explored, mined, and subjugated. It is little wonder that Alexander Pope later celebrated both Newton and the New Learning’s natural philosophy with the famous couplet: “Nature and Nature’s laws lay hid in night; God said, Let Newton be, and all was light.” In praising Newton in such lavish terms, Pope spoke for his entire generation.

But Newton’s achievement went beyond revealing to the eighteenth-century mind the ubiquitous rationality of reality and the accompanying promise of scientific progress. His cosmology also bestowed meaning upon reality by pointing to the existence of a divine First Cause, a Primordial Architect who served as the initial impetus as well as exemplar of the clockwork universe. The lawful nature of physical reality, said Newton, is too striking to suppose it to be the product of mere chance. Instead, “this most beautiful system of the sun, planets, and comets could only proceed from the counsel and dominion of an intelligent and powerful Being.”21 This Being, affirmed Newton, revealed itself in its creation. To discern the characteristics of physical laws, then, is by inference to learn something about the Deity’s nature. Cosmological arguments for the existence of God, as well as attempts to infer divine nature from an examination of physical reality, certainly predated Newton. Both ancient philosophers and scholastic theologians had accepted the possibility of such demonstrations by analogy. But Greek and medieval thinkers, to the Enlightenment mind, had speculated in a vacuum because they operated without the benefit of a clearly demonstrated natural philosophy. Newton, however, supplied such a cosmology in his Principia, thereby grounding the assertion of divine existence on a scientific foundation that the New Learning’s adherents took to be as forceful as it was irrefutably clear.

Bacon proposed a new inductive logic, thereby liberating humankind from the stultifying abstractions of syllogistic reason. Newton charted nature’s laws, thereby demystifying the cosmos. John Locke (1632–1704), the third luminary of the New Learning, focused upon the nature and scope of human reason, ambitiously undertaking to elucidate “the original, certainty and extent of human knowledge, together with the grounds and degrees of belief, opinion, and assent.” Moreover, he did so by appealing to the Baconian ideals of observation and experiment—or, as Locke put it, by proceeding from the “historical, plain method” of inquiry into “the original of those ideas which a man observes.”22 With Locke, the final foundation stone of the Enlightenment’s New Learning was laid.

In his Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), Locke argued that the “ground of belief” is experience, not innate ideas or a priori first principles. The human mind, in fact, is nothing but a potentiality (the famous tabula rasa) for the absorption of information derived from the five senses. All human knowledge, from the most immediate to the most abstract, ultimately stems, then, from the raw material of experience: sense data, or what Locke referred to as “simple ideas.” More complex ideas are generated from simple ones by the mental function of association: the intellect compares sense data, classifies them on the basis of their similarities and dissimilarities, and ultimately, in good Baconian fashion, infers lawlike generalizations from the classifications. As Locke put it,


The mind makes the [simple] ideas received from particular objects, to become general; which is done by considering them as they are in the mind, such appearances, separate from all other existences, and the circumstances of real existence, as time, place, or any other concomitant ideas. This is called abstraction, whereby ideas, taken from particular beings, become general representatives of all of the same kind, and their names general, applicable to whatever exists conformable to such abstract ideas.23



In keeping with the earlier Baconian model of logical method, then, Locke postulated that beliefs are the product of inductive generalizations. It follows that the truth of any knowledge claim is tested by either an appeal to ordinary experience or the logical coherency of simple idea associations. But Locke went beyond Bacon by suggesting that such a procedure is not merely a valuable methodological device but also a model of rationality itself. In any area of human investigation, legitimate beliefs are ultimately founded upon experience and logical coherency. Consequently, meaningful discourse, whether it be scientific, philosophical, or theological, is always grounded in experience and logic. Human reason neither can, nor should, seek to go beyond these two standards. Consequently, appeals to mysterious criteria such as innate ideas, much less subjective psychological certainty, are unnecessary as well as misleading. Even knowledge supposedly supplied by divine revelation is answerable to the standards of experience and reason. If putative revelatory beliefs violate either of the two canons, they are prima facie candidates for rejection. Locke, a more or less orthodox churchman, saw the theological implications of his thesis, and awkwardly hedged his bet by insisting that “genuine” instances of revelation were “above” rather than “contrary to” reason.24 But his empiricist analysis of the nature and extent of human reason cast grave doubts upon the verisimilitude of beliefs that claimed divine origin.

Locke’s analysis of the nature and capacity of human reason was greeted by the eighteenth century as a discovery every bit as important as Newton’s natural philosophy. The Newtonian system demonstrated that physical reality operated under the guidance of immutable natural laws. Similarly, Locke’s psychology showed human reason to also be lawlike in its operations, and hence parallel in nature to the very reality that served as the source of its raw material. An obvious symmetry was posited, therefore, between mind and reality. Reality in and of itself is perfectly graspable by a rational mind, and human intellects are rational. The enthusiastic optimism to which Bacon’s novum organon had given birth was thus nurtured and brought to maturity by the panrationalism suggested by Newton and Locke. No invention, no technology, was beyond the scope of human endeavor. It was indeed the best of all possible worlds.

The impact of Bacon, Newton, and Locke upon eighteenth-century thought was definitive. Together, these three men defined the parameters of the Enlightenment ethos by introducing a new way of looking at reality—the so-called New Learning—which would serve as the eighteenth century’s standard of investigation as well as appraisal. Their contributions systematically defended experience and reason, rather than aprioristic, syllogistic speculation, as the twin foundations of human knowledge. Their insistence upon the empirical origins of all human knowledge catapulted natural philosophy into the spotlight, and convinced subsequent philosophers that scientific methodology was capable of disclosing the nature of social as well as physical reality. After all, it seemed reasonable to conclude that humans and societies, being a part of nature, are likewise guided by nature’s laws. Their rejection of traditional methods and explanations instilled in the Enlightenment a healthy skepticism of authority in any area, scientific, political, or theological. As Kant put it, their thought served as the catalyst for “man’s release from self-imposed tutelage” to arcane and archaic lore. “Sapere aude!—Dare to reason! Have the courage to use your own minds!—is the motto of enlightenment.”25 Finally, the New Learning formulated by Bacon, Newton, and Locke bequeathed to the eighteenth-century mind a deeply optimistic faith in the inevitable perfection of human knowledge, scientific invention, and, by implication, society. The doctrine of panrationalism, which was the underlying assumption of the Enlightenment worldview, guaranteed that a perfect parallelism held between the intellect and reality, and that, in principle as well as practice, the physical realm was ultimately susceptible to human dominion. D’Alembert accurately captured this optimism in the following paean to the New Learning:


The discovery and application of a new method of philosophizing, the kind of enthusiasm which accompanies discoveries, a certain exaltation of ideas which the spectacle of the universe produces in us—all these causes have brought about a lively fermentation of minds. Spreading through nature in all directions, like a river which has burst its dams, this fermentation has swept with a sort of violence everything along with it which stood in its way.26



D’Alembert’s exuberant cry touched a responsive chord in all adherents of the New Learning, and especially in the American deists.




BRITISH DEISM

The “lively fermentation of minds” spawned by Bacon, Newton, and Locke was soon apparent in all areas of intellectual endeavor, and religious inquiry was no exception.27 Some churchmen were horrified at the theological implications of the New Learning. Although Newton privately professed an acceptance of miracles and Locke retained faith in special revelation, their respective systems seriously undermined the likelihood of rational belief in either. This became increasingly obvious to their defenders as well as to their critics, and often prompted the latter to reject the New Learning outright.

But theirs was the minority opinion. Most clerics saw Baconian logic, Newtonian physics, and Lockean psychology as supporting evidence for the existence of the Christian God. In their estimation, the lawlike orderliness of the cosmos as well as of the mind clearly pointed to the necessity of an intelligent and benevolent Supreme Architect. Consequently, many churchmen, particularly in Britain, adapted their beliefs to the New Learning by positing a distinction between “natural” and “supernatural” or “revealed” theology. The former generally focused on naturalistic design arguments for the existence and attributes of God. The latter concentrated upon distinctively Christian dogmas—the Trinity, the divinity of Jesus, miracles, and scriptural revelation—which were incapable of being discovered by the light of experience or understood by human reason. Following Locke’s suggestion in the Essay that revelation should be defined as “above” rather than “contrary to” reason, the “liberal” theologians of the eighteenth century insisted that Christian dogma was likewise above reason rather than contrary to it, and hence complemented rather than contradicted natural theology’s claims. Thus Samuel Clarke (1675–1729), one of Newton’s close associates, argued that Christianity’s supernatural revelation was congruent with natural theology, even if its dicta were necessarily based on faith and hence outside the purview of rational discovery.28 Similarly, George Cheyne (1671–1743), a fellow of the Royal Society, argued that the inherited taint of original sin hindered human reason from acquiring on its own an adequate knowledge of God. Consequently, natural religion needed the aid of divine revelation.29

But in spite of its self-assuredness, liberal theology’s marriage of natural reason and supernatural revelation was an uneasy one. Apologists such as Clarke and Cheyne, who enthusiastically absorbed the New Learning while retaining their faith in Christian dogma, tended to give away with one hand what they took with the other. They willingly endorsed the assumption that reality was an immense mechanism operating in accordance with rational and immutable laws of nature, and hence was capable of being fully understood through experience and human reason. But they pulled back—arbitrarily, in the eyes of some—when it came to traditional Christian dogma, thereby insinuating that the previously postulated lawlike character of reality wasn’t really so immutable or rational after all.

This tension provided the impetus for the emergence of British deism, a movement that attempted to formulate a “pure” religion of nature by expunging from it elements of Christian supernaturalism. The campaign was launched by John Toland (1670–1722), who published his Christianity Not Mysterious (1696) one year after the appearance of Locke’s liberal tract The Reasonableness of Christianity. Much to the embarrassment of Locke (who publicly disassociated himself from deism), Toland claimed to base his arguments upon the New Learning’s empiricist model of cognition. Taking the bull by the horns, Toland argued that a credible natural religion must display logical consistency even at the expense of traditional Christian articles of belief. He therefore discounted the possibility of miracles and divine revelation, the former because they were contrary to experience, the latter because it was beyond the reach of reason and therefore not bona fide knowledge. The deistic Supreme Craftsman was as rational as his creation, and Toland considered it unworthy as well as illogical of the Archetype of Reason to communicate in less than rational ways or to violate the system of natural laws he had established.

Anthony Collins (1676–1729) agreed with Toland and surpassed him in his attack upon supernatural religion. Arguing that the pure religion of nature and reason had been perverted by superstitious priestcraft, Collins’s Discourse on the Grounds and Reasons of the Christian Religion (1724) indirectly attacked ecclesiastical authority by arguing that Sacred Scripture, the basis of that authority, was irrational and incomprehensible. While Collins directed his attack specifically against biblical prophecy, his contemporary Thomas Woolston (1669–1733) took on the doctrine of miracles. In his Discourses on the Miracles of Our Saviour (1727–1729), he concluded that the New Testament’s account of Jesus’ miracles is as “broken, elliptical and absurd” as any tale “told by any imposter … in religion,”30 and that even the early Church Fathers interpreted scriptural miracles in only a figurative way.

A rash of deistic treatises denouncing the claims of revealed Christianity appeared in subsequent years.31 Although they weren’t terribly acute from a philosophical or theological perspective, they stirred up enough controversy to keep the movement in the public eye. But undoubtedly the most influential one was written by Matthew Tindal (1657–1733). His Christianity as Old as the Creation (1730), which quickly became known as the Deist Bible, was of all the British deistic works the best reasoned and most comprehensive defense of the religion of nature. Tindal argued that revealed theology (as opposed to natural theology) was not based on the “Nature and Reason of things,” but rather on superstition and wishful thinking.32 He offered as an antidote to supernaturalist confusion the following rule: If any putatively revealed truth differs in even the slightest detail from experience or reason, it is to be condemned and rejected.33 This represented a radical break with Locke’s liberal attempt to salvage Christian revelation. For Tindal, there was no appreciable distinction between a proposition “above” and a proposition “contrary to” reason. One was perhaps a bit less mysterious than the other, but neither ultimately proved satisfactory to a rational mind. Moreover, Tindal denied the divinity of Jesus, claiming that the notion was an invention of priestcraft. He insisted that the Scriptures demanded veneration of an ethically unworthy deity who displayed caprice, jealousy, and arbitrary cruelty in his dealings with humans, and he concluded that true religion—the religion of nature, stripped of all priestly superstition—was both logically and ethically superior to Christianity.

The deistic movement in Britain, then, carried the New Learning precipitated by Newton, Locke, and Bacon to its logical conclusion in the realm of theology. It rejected revealed religion as contrary to human as well as divine reason, and insisted that the “Great Book of Nature” and the “Light of Reason” were better guides to a knowledge of both God and morality than scriptural or priestly dogma. Although frequently accused of atheism by their contemporaries, the British deists were not disbelievers so much as religious and ethical reformers. They accepted the existence of a Supreme Architect, and argued that his presence was demonstrable through reason and experience. They took as their task the methodological critique of an ideology—supernaturalist Christianity—which they believed had subverted the original reasonableness and purity of religious sentiment. In doing so, they posed a radical threat to orthodox religion’s hegemony, a threat which far surpassed the liberalizing tendencies of eighteenth-century Christianity. An indignant Jonathan Edwards accurately captured the deists’ radical point of departure in his History of the Work of Redemption (1773) when he said they


wholly cast off the Christian religion, and are professed infidels. They are not like the Heretics, Arians, Socinians, and others, who own the Scriptures to be the word of God, and hold the Christian religion to be the true religion, but only deny these and these fundamental doctrines of the Christian religion: they deny the whole Christian religion. Indeed they own the being of a God; but deny that Christ was the son of God, and say he was a mere cheat; and so they say all the prophets and apostles were; and they deny the whole Scripture. They deny that any of it is the word of God. They deny any revealed religion, or any word of God at all; and say that God has given mankind no other light to walk by but their own reason.34







DEISM COMES TO AMERICA

New ideas that arise from and agitate cosmopolitan worldviews trickle down only gradually to provincial settings, particularly colonial ones. The arrival of the New Learning upon the American shore was no exception. The impact of the new worldview launched by Bacon, Newton, and Locke finally began to influence the thought of American men of letters toward the end of the first quarter of the eighteenth century. The famous Dummer gift of books to Yale College in 1714 introduced the New Learning to a curriculum that still focused on instruction in classical languages and taught a meager natural history comprised of undiluted Aristotelianism. But after the Dummer gift, the New Learning quickly spread throughout the colonial colleges. By midcentury, students as well as a handful of reading laypersons were familiar with, even if still somewhat confused by, the new way of thinking.

The attempts of liberal British Christians to accommodate their theology to the New Learning also arrived in the colonies during the first half of the eighteenth century. Clarke and Cheyne’s works were widely read, as were John Tillotson’s Principles of Natural Religion (1675) and William Wollaston’s Religion of Nature Delineated (1722). The influence of liberal Christianity upon American religious thought was far reaching, cutting across sectarian boundaries and favorably influencing even such redoubtable champions of conservative biblicism as Cotton Mather. Some colonial theologians immediately recognized that the New Learning posed a potentially grave threat to orthodoxy, but most of them, like their British counterparts, interpreted it as evidential support for the claims of supernatural religion. Harvard College, one of the colonies’ mainstays of theological propriety, was so impressed by the New Learning that it inaugurated the Dudleian Lectures in 1755 for the express purpose of “the proving, explaining, and proper use and improvement of the principles of Natural Religion.”35

The clause in the Dudleian statement of purpose mandating natural religion is revealing, for it underscores the fact that the works of British deists had also arrived on the American shore by 1755. Sympathetic as they might have been to liberal Christianity, American churchmen were scandalized and outraged by the denials of Christian doctrine they discovered in writers such as Toland, Collins, and Tindal. At midcentury, the tracts of the British deists were primarily read only by the American upper class and intelligentsia, although Pope and Addison, both of whom defended anemic versions of deism, were two of the colonies’ favorite authors. But as the century progressed, deistic tracts began to be read by a wider audience, first in college circles, then by the general public. Pulpit condemnations of the “godless” religion of nature, which increased in frequency as well as intensity as the years rolled on, also fueled the growing curiosity about the strange infidelity that had been imported from Britain. Soon, the champions of American orthodoxy, correctly or incorrectly, saw the dissemination of deism as a very real threat indeed—a perfidy which, if unchecked, would destroy the American New Jerusalem and usher in, as Ezra Stiles put it, an age of licentious liberty.

In retrospect, it appears that orthodox clergy in America tended to overestimate the range and influence of deistic “infidelity,” misreading what in fact was a relatively short-lived current as a tidal wave of permanent apostasy. But for all of their hysteria, colonial and early republican churchmen were correct in being alarmed at the reception that deism received in America. American deism as a movement endured scarcely two generations, but during that time it attained a wide and sometimes explosive following. The reasons for its startling popularity are many and complex. But, speaking in broad terms, it may be hazarded that rational religion captured the popular imagination to the extent that it did because the American environment was ripe for it. Three factors in particular prepared the way for deism in the colonies and early Republic: the Calvinist tradition against which it reacted, the steady infiltration into North America of French Enlightenment ideals, and the experience of national independence.

The theological worldview of John Calvin (1509–1564) was a staple in American Christianity during the seventeenth and eighteen centuries. The New England Congregationalist tradition, founded by dissenting “Puritans” of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, most obviously was based upon Calvinist tenets; but so were, in various degrees, other Protestant denominations such as Anglicanism, Presbyterianism, and even Quakerism. Calvinism, in short, set the tone for Christianity in the colonies. To belong to most of the mainstream Protestant sects was to subscribe, to one degree or another, to its precepts.

Although Calvinist-inspired theology was not a monolithic set of beliefs unanimously accepted by all sectarians, most mainstream Protestants in eighteenth-century America endorsed at least some of the so-called five points of Calvinism ratified by the Synod of Dort in 1619. These five essential doctrines were: (1) unconditional election, the assumption that God freely chooses whom to save and whom to damn, without in any way basing the divine decision on considerations of individual merit or “works”; (2) limited atonement, the principle that Christ’s sacrifice guarantees the salvation of some—the “elect”—but not all; (3) total depravity, the scripturally based tenet that all humans, by virtue of Adam’s fall, are inherently and utterly corrupt; (4) irresistible grace, the assumption that humans are completely helpless to participate in their salvation, and that spiritual rejuvenation, if it comes, is a freely given grace from God which the individual is powerless either to choose or reject; and (5) perseverance of the elect, the doctrine that humans imbued with grace are incapable of falling from that state. At least in the context of American Calvinism, the nuclei of doctrinal belief were divine predestination and individual corruption. God decreed from the beginning of time who would be saved and who condemned. Human actions in and of themselves, consequently, do not merit salvation, nor is human reason capable of understanding the mysterious cosmic blueprint. The best that depraved humans can do is to constantly search their souls, humble themselves, and patiently await the signs that indicate if they are elected for salvation. As the Puritan divine Jonathan Mitchell put it: “Pursue and follow home in self-examination, by applying and considering the Scripture-evidence of a state of Salvation, and searching whether they be found with thee.”36

The intense psychological and emotional stress that such an uncompromising theology inflicted upon its adherents surfaces time and again in the introspective musings of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century American Calvinists. But alongside Calvin’s gloomy theological condemnation of both human nature and reason was a more optimistic but equally intense emphasis upon cultivation of the mind. Calvinist clergy were noteworthy among American clerics for their training in languages, theology, and, in the eighteenth century, natural philosophy. Their sermons were often learned (sometimes tiresomely pedantic) discourses that sought to educate as much as to edify congregations. In short, as Perry Miller has put it, American Calvinism was a sometimes uneasy mixture of anti-intellectual piety and meticulous rationalism.37

The tension generated by American Calvinism’s bifurcated attitude toward human reason was only highlighted by the arrival of the New Learning at the beginning of the eighteenth century. The advocacy by both liberal Christian and Enlightenment savants of reason and experience as sufficient foundations for knowledge of things secular and divine soon exerted its influence upon Calvinist speculation, prompting it to stress its rationalistic strain at the expense of its pietistic one. Calvinist divines began to gravitate from revealed to natural theology, and to so emphasize the role of human rationality that many of them, such as Ebenezer Gay (1696–1787) and Ezra Stiles (1727–1795), came dangerously close to affirming that humans, by the use of unaided reason, could come to know God’s will and save themselves through their own efforts.38 This confidence that individuals could participate in their salvation through freely chosen good works came to be known as “Arminianism.”39 Its rationalistic challenge to orthodox Calvinism’s insistence upon predestination and human depravity prompted some Calvinist clergy to renounce their Puritan heritage and return to the more liberal Anglican church. But most of them remained in the Calvinist fold and attempted, sometimes awkwardly and sometimes ingeniously, to accommodate the New Learning to the Institutes of Christian Religion and the Westminster Confession.

The crisis toward which American Calvinism’s tense acceptance of both piety and rationalism propelled it came in the 1740s, with the inter-colonial religious revival that has come to be known as the Great Awakening. Sparked by enthusiasts such as George Whitefield (1714–1770), Gilbert Tennent (1703–1764), and Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758), the Great Awakening was a last-ditch effort on the part of orthodox Calvinists to derail Arminianism and rationalist challenges to the traditional Puritan “Scheme of Grace.” Insisting that the Christian faith had been poisoned by ungodly defenses of human reason and freedom of determination, the leaders of the revival called for a return to a religion of the heart that stressed the traditional pietistic standards of internal spiritual regeneration and rejuvenation. Introspection, fear, and self-abasement, not reason or works, were the necessary conditions for salvation. The utter depravity of human nature, the helplessness of individuals to save themselves through either good intentions or efforts, and the irremediable inability of reason to fathom the ways of God were emotionally defended in fire-and-brimstone sermons calculated to whip listeners into a frenzy of horror and submission that would draw them back to traditional piety.

Embroiling New England as well as the Middle Atlantic and Southern colonies, the Great Awakening seemed just the antidote to liberal tendencies for which the faithful longed. And, in fact, it did restore, at least for a while, widespread religious fervor. But it failed in the long run to stem the tide of either liberal Christianity or natural religion. Even more to the point, it led to consequences that, ironically, actually nurtured the growth of deism in America.

There are two reasons for this unintended and undesired consequence of the Awakeners’ efforts. First, their revivalist message inadvertently encouraged the very Arminian tendencies they wanted to forestall. Even as Edwards in his pulpit and Whitefield in his open field preached the orthodox doctrines of predestination and utter depravity, they also exhorted their listeners to make the effort to throw off sloth, open themselves to divine grace, and work toward their own conversion and ultimate regeneration. It is difficult to see how the Awakeners could have avoided this mixed signal, since the very purpose of a revival is to encourage sinners to mend their evil ways and return to a godly state. But it is precisely this message of spiritual self-determination, conveyed with gripping eloquence and fiery passion, that sank in—especially since many of the Awakeners’ auditors were already leaning toward Arminianism from sheer weariness with traditional Calvinism’s bleakness. The Awakeners’ unintended espousal of Arminian autonomy, then, undercut the very fidelity to doctrinal literalness they hoped to revive.

Moreover, the Great Awakening polarized and brought to the foreground the conflict between rationalism and traditional piety that had been brewing for the last few decades. Many colonials, attracted by the New Learning but bound by emotional ties to Calvinism, had tried to keep a foot in both camps by explaining away fundamental differences between the two worldviews. After the Great Awakening, in spite of its unwitting bow to Arminianism, such compromises became increasingly difficult. Battle lines were established unambiguously between traditional orthodoxy and liberalism, pietism and natural theology. They split what hitherto had been a more or less solid Calvinist hegemony into several doctrinal splinter groups. The Great Awakening, then, paradoxically ended the Calvinist-inspired ideal of a theologically homogeneous Zion in the Wilderness. It was not so much a successful revival of Calvinism as “the dying shudder of a Puritanism that refused to see itself as an anachronism.”40

The almost suicidal theological convulsions of the Great Awakening prepared the way for the subsequent popularization of deism in America. First, the splintering and dissolution of the earlier Calvinist hegemony created a climate of theological and speculative ambivalence that rescued American deism from the necessity of self-protectively adopting the harsh and uncompromising infidelity of the French savants. True, deistic sensibilities were savaged by the American Christian establishment, and secular penalties for heresy remained on the law books well into the first years of the young Republic. But for all that, American deists were spared the relentless secular and ecclesial persecution their Continental counterparts endured. Angry and militant colonial and early republican deism certainly was. But the demise on the American shore of orthodox hegemony for the most part prevented it from sliding into paranoic hysteria and thereby alienating moderate sympathizers.

Second, the legitimization of liberal theology that the Great Awakening unwittingly helped to foster enhanced receptivity to later deistic defenses of a religion of nature. Many observers of the emotional frenzy fanned by the revival were horrified and disgusted by such displays of passionate enthusiasm. The perceived irrationality of such examples only underscored their Enlightenment-tinctured distrust of enthusiasm. Moreover, the revival’s renewed emphasis upon the increasingly distasteful doctrines of human depravity and predestination highlighted in their estimations the merits of the New Learning’s humanistic alternative of self-determination and rationality.

Finally, the spiritual and philosophical vacuum created by the erosion of widespread fidelity to Calvinism’s orthodox worldview provided a point of entry for new religious perspectives. Given the fact that the climate of opinion was already sympathetic to the claims of rationalism and liberal religion, the uncompromising naturalism of deism, which stressed reason, human dignity, and ethical responsibility, was seen by many as a logical and saving foundation upon which to construct a new religious system. The deistic Temple of Reason and Humanity, in short, arose from the rubble of the orthodox New Jerusalem.

Reaction to the Calvinist ethos, as well as the sectarian splintering that followed the turmoil of the Great Awakening, were fundamental in shaping a climate receptive to deism’s call for a religion of nature and reason unburdened by supernaturalism and doctrinal intolerance. But there were other winds blowing throughout the American colonies that likewise encouraged infidelity. One of these gusts was the importation of French thought to the American shore.41 The French and Indian War in midcentury helped to introduce the hitherto rather insular colonies to hints of French radical thought. Ethan Allen, for example, claimed to have discussed free thought with several French prisoners of war he encountered during this time; he was impressed (and perhaps even initially shocked) by their cavalier dismissal of Christian doctrine as well as by their scathing contempt for the clergy. A steady flow of French New Learning, represented by the writings of philosophes such as Diderot, Voltaire, d’Alembert, and Volney, continued to trickle into the colonies throughout the rest of the century. Americans such as Franklin, Jefferson, and Paine all spent time on the Continent, and while there imbibed a rather heady religious radicalism that they subsequently brought back with them upon their return to America. Finally, toward century’s end, the example of the French Revolution, with its vision of a secular state in which freedom of conscience was a primary ideal, excited the imagination of liberal-minded Americans. Admittedly, the influence of French religious radicalism was less pervasive in the colonies than that of British deism, if for no other reason than the burdensome obstacle of language, but the radical mood of the French philosophes did infect American thought to a certain extent, particularly in the colleges. It will be recalled, for example, that Yale students in the 1790s were in the habit of calling one another Voltaire, Rousseau, and d’Alembert, clearly indicating a certain amount of hero worship on their part for these religiously radical savants.

The gradual importation of French infidelity appears to have influenced American deism in at least two ways. First, the harsh anticlericalism of French philosophes provided a shocking but exhilarating example to many American thinkers chaffing under what they took to be an unjustified degree of ecclesial influence. Even after the disrupting effects of the Great Awakening, clergy in the colonies and early Republic exercised what today seems an almost unbelievable amount of spiritual and moral authority. In addition to serving as the intellectual leaders of the community, they often assumed the roles of social and political watch-dogs, condoning or condemning lifestyles and norms from the vantage point of a privileged spiritual position. French anticlericalism, with its mocking denunciations of priestly venery and ecclesiastical corruption, helped erode the sacrosanct aura surrounding the American clergy, just as the British New Learning called into question its defense of orthodox dogma. Both tendencies encouraged the overt criticism of institutionalized Christianity so effectively hurled by the American deists. Franklin, for example, mocked Protestant sects and their ministers for what he saw as a self-satisfied and supercilious intolerance of opposing perspectives. Jefferson, at least in his private correspondence, savaged the ignorance of churchmen. Allen, Paine, and Palmer were less reserved. Each of them attacked the American clergy in both print and public speeches, condemning them for their self-serving manipulation of parishioners. Of all the leading American deists, only Philip Freneau tended to shy away from clergy-baiting, although at times, in his youthful poetry and a few late essays, he likewise indulged in clerical denunciations. The French influence, in short, served as a catalyst for radical intoxication on the part of the American deists. They tended to adopt their philosophical and scientific ideas from the British tradition founded by Bacon, Newton, and Locke, but their angry and sometimes militant attitude toward established religion and its purveyors came in large part from the French.

But the French example influenced the climate of American deism in another way as well, a way that is connected with the impact upon American infidelity of America’s own revolutionary break with England. The American War of Independence, although initially sparked by dissatisfaction over what the colonies saw as an unwarranted usurpation of their legal rights by Britain, soon matured into a struggle for a republican form of government that would guarantee the ideals of political equality and fair representation. (As will be seen in chapter 4, one of the most influential catalysts of this growing regard for republicanism was the deist Tom Paine.) As the war progressed and the colonies became increasingly aware of the struggle’s broader implications, a rather heady atmosphere of liberation from traditional ways of thinking began to set in that impacted religious issues as well as political ones. When Paine characterized the struggle as a time that tried men’s souls, he referred to more than just the political upheaval. He also meant to imply that American thought was going through a transition period which, like all births, was unsettling and occasionally painful as well as exhilarating. In the minds of many colonists, the ideals of political liberty and self-determination came to encompass the ideals of freedom of conscience and personal autonomy in matters religious. It is not surprising that many of the period’s leading thinkers and statesmen were convinced deists as well as ardent patriots. In their minds, the two convictions were inseparable. The one threw off the chains of political bondage, the other struck away the shackles of ecclesiastical dominion. Elihu Palmer spoke for them when he insisted that political and churchly authority were “twin despots,” historical collaborators in a pernicious campaign to control body and spirit.

The American struggle for independence and the subsequent formation of the Republic, then, gave birth to a climate that was especially favorable to the liberating message of the New Learning. They fostered a social attitude of intellectual as well as political liberty that refused to be bound by hallowed tradition in either the political or religious arena. The French Revolution of 1789 only served to further fan this flame of independence, convincing many American thinkers that republicanism was on the march and that the entire Western world would embrace it by throwing over both secular and religious tyrannies. But the example of the French Revolution also imbued American deism with a vision of humanistic ideals that, although certainly present in the American experience, were neither as dramatic or pervasive. The American Revolution was essentially a political movement. But its French counterpart, with its cry for fraternity as well as equality and liberty, was social as well. The goals of the French Revolution—goals which had a profound influence on the subsequent nature of American deism—encompassed more than just the establishment of a new political structure. They also sought to inaugurate radical and far-reaching changes in the status of social and individual existence, changes which ensured that freedom of thought, economic opportunity, and release from traditional class structures would come about. The French ideal, in short, did not rest content with political emancipation. It struggled for the emancipation of humans by providing them with an environment best conducive to their individual well-being and flourishing.

This intensely humanistic direction, in which human conscience rather than superstition was the ultimate standard of measurement, exerted an immense influence on the thought of the American deists. Deism emerged in America before the French Revolution, and undoubtedly would have continued had the events of 1789 not occurred. But the example of the French Revolution unquestionably helped to radicalize the movement, nudging it in the direction of social as well as religious militancy. Such militancy would reach its culmination in the career of Elihu Palmer, who campaigned for, among other things, universal suffrage, the abolition of slavery, and legal rights for women. Thus, while it is obvious that a great deal of the hostile reaction to American deism was sparked by its denial of orthodox Christian dogma, it is also the case that the radical nature of its social and political agenda likewise stirred up a great deal of conservative anger and fear. Deism in the young Republic was seen as more than just a campaign against Christian orthodoxy. It was also viewed by its enemies (and even by some of its more moderate supporters, such as Benjamin Franklin), as a potentially revolutionary force that threatened to undermine the established social order. It is not surprising that the later American deists were sometimes referred to as Jacobins by their political and religious opponents.

Deism in America, then, was shaped by a number of intellectual and social factors. From Britain, it acquired the philosophical foundation of the New Learning as represented by Bacon, Locke, and Newton. Similarly, American infidelity learned a great deal from British liberal Christianity—so-called natural theology—as well as from the writings of British deists proper. French radicalism helped to turn the attention of American deists to social issues by imparting to them a humanistic concern for the well-being of individuals laboring under the stultifying effects of unjust social and political institutions. The examples of the American and French revolutions encouraged the deistic regard for republicanism, and convinced at least the more militant deists that true freedom of conscience was attainable only in a secular society that guaranteed liberty from political as well as ecclesial repression. Finally, the dismal memory of Calvinism’s antihumanistic religious credo, as well as the gradual breakup of the Calvinist hegemony in the eighteenth century, provided both an incentive and an opportunity for the dissemination of deism’s message of a religious sensibility based upon reason and nature. Each of these factors helped create a climate that in turn shaped the nature and course of deism in America, a climate that stamped upon it a distinctive character. Less radical than French atheism, which in part was shaped by its background of overpowering church and state oppression, but more militant than the staidly liberal character of British deism, American deism in retrospect can be seen as occupying the middle ground in eighteenth-century free thought. It advocated religious and social reforms that undoubtedly struck contemporary observers as radical in nature, but it stopped short of the total overthrow of the established order championed by the more radical proponents of French thought. It sought the liberation of mind and spirit, but always within the boundaries, as Elihu Palmer put it, of “reason, righteous and immortal reason.”
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