Liberalism, Revolution,

and the Church

I. Setting the Stage: Two Important Developments After the Catholic Reformation

A. The Scientific Revolution and Its Impact (1600s)

1. People like Sir Isaac Newton (physics) and William Harvey (anatomy) relied on the new methods of observation and experimentation to show that scientific studies could be based on reason and material reality.
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2. Unfortunately, scientific discoveries and advances led to an exaggerated emphasis on the human mind, which encouraged intellectual pride, which became in essence a repackaging of the humanism of the Renaissance.
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Scientific successes influenced the approach to philosophy (our understanding of the world and how we fit in it) and faith:

a) Determinism (a type of philosophy): Because the universe appears to operate on predetermined laws, which science seems to prove, human beings probably do, too. This leads to a kind of predestination that denies any role of free will, even if some choices appear to be free.

b) Deism (a vague kind of faith): This is a belief that God created the universe and set it on its course but did not and does not continue to involve himself in it (that is, we exist because of him, but we didn’t need him). This leads to the understanding that Christ and all that he did to redeem us was unnecessary because the ideas of Original Sin, grace, the Sacraments, and the whole of redemption are meaningless.

B. The Rise of France as the Dominant European Power
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During the seventeenth century France increased greatly in political power, mainly under the direction of Cardinal Richelieu (REESH-eh-loo), a man who it seems did not have a true vocation to the priesthood but served as an advisor to the King of France. He developed his power and influence in such a way—with help from Protestant factions within France and other nations that were hostile to the Church—that any positive influence the Catholic Church had within France was greatly weakened.

2. Three good things happening in the Church in France at Richelieu’s time included:
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a) Jesuit missionaries went to North America from France (Sts. Isaac Jogues and John de Brebeuf were martyred during this time period).

b) St. Vincent de Paul was active, founding the Daughters of Charity and convincing wealthy women to help the poor.
c) St. Margaret Mary Alacoque had visions of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, in which he told her to promote devotion to his merciful Heart; this soon spread throughout the Church, continuing today as Divine Mercy Sunday (the First Sunday after Easter).

II. France and Liberalism

A. Eighteenth-century Europe: From Bad to Worse

1. The decline in morality and rejection of authority in France that began near the end of the seventeenth century hit a low point during the eighteenth century, especially among intellectuals, political leaders, and the nobility.

2. Many Catholic bishops were acting like wealthy nobility; for example, one man who declared publicly his disbelief in God was suggested to be Archbishop of Paris.

3. In Spain there was so much opposition to the Jesuit order—because of their refusal to compromise on matters of faith and their defense of the Church—that the Pope was forced to suppress them (forcing them to disband). They did not form again until 1814.

B. Liberalism

1. Definition: Eighteenth-century liberalism is a philosophy that…
a) Rejects all moral laws and authority, especially religious authority, because it holds all people accountable to certain standards before God that not everybody accepts;

b) Promotes complete freedom in matters of morality: sexual, social, political, etc.;


c) Claims that all opposition may be eliminated, with violence if necessary; and
d) developed primarily in France.

2. Liberalism is the natural result of combining determinism and Deism and became the backbone of the “Age of Reason,” or “Enlightenment” (a name later given to eighteenth-century Europe because of the advances in science and the belief that society had moved beyond superstitious religious beliefs, placing all of its trust in the human person). Liberalism saw the Catholic Church as its greatest enemy, standing in for everything opposed to liberalism.

Taking everything from Parts I and II and combining them with a desperate economic situation in France, history added rulers who meant well but were not sagacious, tossed in a significant number of radicals itching to take over, and we saw:

III. Revolution: The End of the Christian Social Order in Europe

A. What the French Revolution did to France
1. Revolutionaries took control of the government by violence. Political liberals and nobles joined forces to overthrow the monarchy and established a revolutionary government; the king and queen were executed.

2. Revolutionaries replaced the Christian-underpinned the law with the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen. The Declaration rests on the proposition that rights do not come ultimately from God or even from a state-controlled church but from the state itself or the majority rule of the people, who can and did take away rights as was expedient.

3. A revolutionary government plus the state as the basis of rights led to the Reign of Terror from 1790 to 1794. Almost 250,000 French men, women, and children (including almost all of the original leaders of the Revolution) were guillotined, shot, brutalized, and otherwise killed.

4. The French Revolution ended in complete anarchy and chaos; order was restored eventually under the military dictatorship of Napoleon Bonaparte.

B. What the French Revolution did to the Church
1. Worship of God was forbidden. By November 1793 the revolutionary government had established the “cult of Reason” (for example, the high altar in the Cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris was replaced with a shrine to Reason); soon a “cult of Nature” and a “cult of the State” followed, which became the official “religions”.

2. Priests who were faithful to the Church were exiled or threatened with death if they would return, and thousands were killed for having remained in France). Priests who joined the Revolution were ordered to marry to produce workers and soldiers for the state.

3. Churches were stripped of all religious art. Although most of the great cathedrals survived, this is the time when the Cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris underwent extensive damage, which was not restored fully for more than a century.

4. The calendar developed by Pope Gregory XIII in the 1500s and used throughout most of the world by the time of the French Revolution was replaced by a revolutionary calendar. The year 1792, which marks the founding of the revolutionary government, was denoted Year 1, the months were given new names from nature, and each week was counted as 10 days to rid the rest and celebration proper to the Lord’s Day on Sunday.

Napoleon Bonaparte came to power in the late 1790s, establishing the military dominance of France, and twenty years later he was exiled and deposed. Although he, too, fought initially against the Church, he allowed people to return to worship legally, but to this day, the French government owns all Church property.
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