Q0 Part One Early Modern Europe

PERSECUTION

What s a persecutor? He whose wounded pride
and furidus fanaticism arouse princes and mag-
istrates aghinst innocent men, whose only crime
is that of béipg of a different opinion. “Impu-
dent man! yo\have worshipped God; you have
preached and precticed virtue; you have served
man; you have Rrotected the orphan, have
helped the poor; you have changed deserts, in
which slaves dragged\on a miserable existence,
into fertile lands people¥ by happy families; but
1 have discovered that yo\despise me, and have
never read my controversidl work. You know
that I am a rogue; that I have forged Glod}'s sig-
nature, that I have stolen. You Ynight tell these
things; I must anticipate you. Y will, there-
fore, go to the confessor [spiritua) counselor}
of the prime minister, or the magistdate; I will
show them, with outstretched neck and\rwisted
mouth, that you hold an erroneous opion in
relation to the cells in which the Septuagint\was
studied; that you have even spoken disrespekg-
fully ten years ago of Tobit’s dog,? which you ag
serted to have been a spaniel, while I proved gfiat
it was a greyhound. I will denounce you # the
enemy of God and man!” Such is the langfiage of
the persecutor; and if precisely these #ords do
not issue from his lips, they are engdven on his
heart with the pointed steel of fanaticism
steeped in the bitterness of envy/ . .

O God of mercy! If any mfn can resemble
that evil being who is descpibed as ceaselessly
employed in the destructigh of your works, is it
not the persecutor?

SUPERSTITIO

In 1749 a womad was burned in the Bishopric
of Wiirzburg {A city in central Germany}, con-
victed of bejig a witch. This is an extraordi-

2The Septagin, the version of the Hebrew Scriptures used

by Saing/Paul and other early Christians, was a Greek trans-

larion/Mone by Hellenized Jews in Alexandria sometime in

the Jare third or the second century B.C. Tobit’s dog appears

in/the Book of Tobit, a Hebrew book contained in the
atholic version of the Bible.

nary phenomenon in the age in which #ve live.
Is it possible that people who boast of their
reformation and of trampling supefstition un-
der foor, who indeed supposed phat they had
reached the perfection of reason £ould neverthe-
less believe in witchcraft, and/this more than a
hundred years after the so-cdlled reformation of
their reason?

In 1652 a peasant yoman named Michelle
Chaudron, living in thé little territory of Geneva
[a major city in Swipzerland], met the devil go-
ing out of the city/The devil gave her a kiss, re-
ceived her homage, and imprinted on her upper
lip and right beast the mark that he customarily
bestows on Al whom he recognizes as his fa-
vorites. THis seal of the devil is a little mark
which maékes the skin insensitive, as all the de-
monogfaphical jurists of those times affirm.

THe devil ordered Michelle Chaudron to be-
witch two girls. She obeyed her master punctu-
olly. The girls’ parents accused her of witchcraft
before the law. The gitls were questioned and
confronted with the accused. They declared that
they felt a continual pricking in certain parts of
their bodies and that they were possessed. Doc-
tygs were called, or at least, those who passed for
dodtors at that time. They examined the gitls.
They\looked for the devil’s seal on Michelle’s
body—\what the statement of the case called s#-
tanic marks. Into them they drove a long needle,
already a painful torture. Blood flowed out, and
Michelle ma¥e it known, by her cries, that sa-
tanic marks cextainly do not make one insensi-
tive. The judges\ seeing no definite proof that
Michelle Chaudroy was a witch, proceeded to
torture her, a method\that infallibly produces the
necessary proofs: this wgetched woman, yielding
to the violence of torturé\ at last confessed every
thing they desired.

The doctors again looked fqr the satanic mark.
They found a little black spot on\one of her thighs.
They drove in the needle. The totgnent of the tor-
ture had been so horrible that the\poor creature
hardly felt the needle; thus the crim¥ was estab-
lished. But as customs were becoming Somewbat
mild at that time, she was burned only aftgr being
hanged and strangled.

hose days every trib\mal of Christian

hererics. People reproached the Turks most 10
having nexther witches nor demons among

of true rehgxon, has stated in one of his writings

spectators.
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on behalf of innocence, that Christian tribunals
have condemned to death over 2 hund
sand accused W1tches If toth

ed thou-
&judicial murders
e infrmitely superior number of massa-
part of the world will seem to

Thomas Paine

THE AGE OF REASON

Exemplifying the deist outlook was Thomas Paine (1737-1809), an Englishman
who moved to America in 1774. Paine’s Common Sense (1776) was an eloquent
appeal for American independence. Paine is also famous for The Rights of
Man (1791-1792), in which he defended the French Revolution. In The Age
of Reason (1794-1796), he denounced Christian mysteries, miracles, and prophe-
cies as superstition and called for a natural religion that accorded with reason

and science.

I believe in one God, and no more; and I hope
for happiness beyond this life.

1 believe in the equality of man; and I believe
that religious duties consist in doing justice,
loving mercy, and endeavoring to make our
fellow-creatures happy.

Bur, lest it should be supposed that I believe
many other things in addition to these, I shall,
in the progress of this work, declare the things I
do not believe, and my reasons for not believing
them.

1 do not believe in the creed professed by the
Jewish church, by the Roman church, by the
Greek church, by the Turkish church, by
the Protestant church, nor by any church that
1 know of. My own mind is my own church. . ..

When Moses told the children of Israel chat
he received the two tablets of the {Ten} com-
mandments from the hands of God, they were
not obliged to believe him, because they had no
other authority for it than his telling them so;
and I have no other authority for it than some
historian telling me so. The commandments

carry no internal evidence of divinity with them;
they contain some good moral precepts, such as
any man qualified to be a lawgiver, or a legisla-
tor, could produce himself, without having re-
course to supernatural intervention. . . .

When also I am told that a woman called the
Virgin Mary, said, or gave out, that she was with
child without any cohabitation with a man, and
that her betrothed husband, Joseph, said that an
angel told him so, I have a right to believe them
or not; such a circumstance required a much
stronger evidence thah their bate word for it;
but we have not even this—for neither Joseph
nor Mary wrote any such matter themselves; it is
only reported by others that they szid so—it is
hearsay upon hearsay, and I do not choose to rest
my belief upon such evidence.

It is, however, not difficult to account for the
credit that was given to the story of Jesus Christ
being the son of God. He was born when the
heathen mythology had still some fashion and
repute in the world, and that mythology had
prepared the people for the belief of such a story.
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Almost all the extraordinary men thar lived un-
der the heathen mythology were reputed to be
the sons of some of their gods. It was not a new
thing, at that time, to believe 2 man to have
been celestially begotten; the intercourse of
gods with women was then a matter of familiar
opinion. Their Jupiter {chief Roman god], ac-
cording to their accounts, had cohabited with
hundreds: the story, therefore, had nothing in it
either new, wonderful, or obscene; it was con-
formable to the opinions that then prevailed
among the people called Gentiles, or Mytholo-
gists, and it was those people only that believed
it. The Jews who had kept strictly to the belief
of one God, and no more, and who had always
rejected the heathen mythology, never credited
the story. . .

Nothing that is here said can apply, even with
the most distant disrespect, to the real character
of Jesus Christ. He was a virtuous and an ami-
able man. The morality that he preached and
practised was of the most benevolent kind; and
though similar systems of morality had been
preached by Confucius {Chinese philosopherl,
and by some of the Greek philosophers, many
years before; by the Quakers [members of
the Society of Friends} since; and by many
good men in all ages, it has not been exceeded
by any. ...

- The resurrection and ascension {of Jesus
Christ], supposing them to have taken place, ad-
mitted of public and ocular demonstration, like

that of the ascension of a balloon, or the sun at
noon-day, to all Jerusalem at least. A thing
which everybody is required to believe, requires
thar the proof and evidence of it should be equal
to all, and universal; and as the public visibilicy
of this last related act was the only evidence that
could give sanction to the former part, the
whole of it falls to the ground, because that evi-
dence never was given. Instead of this, a small
number of persons, not more than eight or nine,
are introduced as proxies for the whole world, to
say they saw it, and all the rest of the world are
called upon to believe it. But it appears that
Thomas {one of Jesus’ disciples] did not believe
the resurrection, and, as they say, would not be-
lieve without having ocular and manual demon-
stration himself. So neither will I, and the reason
is equally as good for me, and for every other
person, as for Thomas.

It is in vain to attempt to palliate or disguise
this marter. The story, so far as relates to the st-
pernatural part, has every mark of fraud and im-
posirion stamped upon the face of it. Who were
the authors of it is as impossible for us now to
know, as it is for us to be assured that the books
in which the account is related were written by
the persons whose names they bear; the best sur-
viving evidence we now have respecting this af-
fair is the Jews. They are regularly descended
from the people who lived in the times this res-
urrection and ascension is said to have hap-
pened, and they say, iz #s not true.

Baron d’Holbach
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they tried to appease through rituals. In denouncing religion, Holbach was also
affirming core Enlightenment ideals—reason and freedom—as the following pagt

sagé from Good Sense (1772) reveals.

In a wotd, whoever will deign ro consult com-
mon sense \ipon religious opinions, and will be-
stow on thl§ inquiry the atrention that is
commonly giveéq to any objects we presume in-
teresting, will edsily perceive that rhose opin-
ions have no foundatjon; that Religion is 2 mere
castle in the air. Thedlogy is but the ignorance
of natural causes reduced] to a system; a long tis-
sue of fallacies and conxgadictions. In every
country, it presents us with, romances void of
probability. . . .

Savage and furious nations,\perpetually at
war, adore, under divers names, soitxe God, con-
formable to their ideas, that is to say)\cruel, car-
nivorous, selfish, bloodthirsty. We find, in all
the religions of the earth, “a God of armjes,” a
“jealous God,” an “avenging God,” a “deskroy-
ing God,” a “God,” who is pleased with carnaje,
and whom his worshippers consider it as a dugy
‘to serve to his taste. Lambs, bulls, childgén,
men, heretics, infidels, kings, whole nationé, are
sactificed to him. Do not the zealous seryants of

this barbarous God think themselvey obliged

even to offer up themselves as a sacrifice to him?
Madmen may every where be segh who, after
meditating upon their terrible/God, imagine
that to please him they must do themselves all
possible injury, and inflict 6n themselves, for

this honour, the most exghisite torments. The.

gloomy ideas more usefydly formed of the Delty,

~ far from consoling thefn under the evils of life,

have every where disquieted their minds, and
produced follies dgstructive to their happiness.
How could fhe human mind make any
coqsidefable progress,, while tormented with
frightful phdaroms, and guided by men, inter-
ested in perpetuating its ignorance and fears?
Man hag’been forced to vegerare in his primitive
stupigity: he has been tanght nothing but sto-
ries/ibout invisible powers upon whom his hap-
pihess was supposed to depend. Occupied solely
by his fears, and by unintelligible reveries, he

has always been at the mercy of Ws priests, who
have reserved to themselves thé right of think-
ing for him, and directing hj¢ actions.

Thus man has remained 4 child without expe-
rience, a slave withour gburage, fearing to rea-
son, and unable to exfricate himself from the
labyrinth, in which h has so long been wander-
ing. He believes bimself forced to bend under
the yoke of his gbds, known ro him only by the
fabulous accoyfits given by his ministers, who,
after binding/each unhappy mortal in the chains
of his prefudice, remain his masters, or else
abandoryhim defenceless to the absolute power
of tyrghts, no less terrible than the gods, of
whogf they are the representatives upon earch.

Oppressed by the double yoke of spiritual and
gemporal power, it has been impossible for the
people to know and pursue their happiness. As
Religion, so Politics and Morality became sa-
cred things, which the profane were not permit-

ed to handle. Men have had no other Morality,
thaq what their legislarors and priests broughe
down\from the unknown regions of heaven. The
human\pind; confused by its theological opin-
ions ‘ceaséd to know its own powers, mistrusted
experience, feared truth and disdained reason, in
order to follo auchority. Man has been a mere
machine in the hands of tyrants and priests, who
alone have had thé\tight of directing his actions.
Always treated as a Mlave, he has contracted the
vices of a’slave. . }

Such are the true caudes of the corruption of
morals, to which Religioh opposes only ideal
and ‘ineffectual barriers. Ignokance and servitude
are calculated to make men ‘yicked and un-
happy. Knowledge, Reason, and Liberty, can

_alone reform them, and make themkappier. But
every thing conspires to blind them 2ud to con-

firm them: in.their errors. Priests ches i them,
tyrants corrupr, the better to enslave hem.
Tyranny ever was, and ever will: be, the Xue
cause of man’s depravity, and also of his habi;
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