The Age of Reason (or Enlightenment)

Second half of the Eighteenth Century (c. 1750-1800)

I. Emphasis on Reason, as exemplified in these ideas


A. All men should pursue happiness on earth, not just a select few in eternity


B. Evils of civilization are not from original sin but from faulty social environment


C. Put faith in reality of the world as revealed by the senses (i.e., nature)


D. Encourage education and scientific inquiry


E. Idea of man’s own perfectibility



1. man is master of his own fate



2. equality is based upon natural rights

II.  Religion

A. Spread of Deism, a religion that was not an organized church  with a hierarchy, but rather a set of personal beliefs leading to the following departures from traditional Christianity:



1. Christianity made less mystical and supernatural



2. Jesus not a divinity  (but His teachings are valid)


B. Important beliefs of the Deists (among whom were Jefferson, Paine and Franklin)



1. There is one Supreme Deity worthy of adoration



2. Man is capable of improving through the use of his moral and intellectual faculties



3. The religion of nature is the only true religion



4. We must love truth and practice virtue



5. Vice is ruinous and destructive to the happiness of society



6. A religion mingled with persecution and malice towards others cannot be of divine origin



7. Education and science are essential to the happiness of man



8. Civil and religious liberty are essential to man’s interests

9. There can be no human authority to which man ought to be accountable for his religious opinions

The general attitude is summed up well in this quote from Franklin: 

“The most acceptable service to God is doing good to man.”

Remember: All this was going on, in part,  during the Great Awakening—with people like Jonathan Edwards still preaching about sin and damnation! The ideas listed above were radical for their time. You might even say they were revolutionary ! 

