ENLIGHTENMENT AND THE RISE OF RATIONALISM

Grace Community Church Sunday School

The Reformation was a major battle fought over the issue of _____________________; the Enlightenment (or, as Peter Kreeft calls it, “The Great Darkness”) was a rejection of it altogether.

The Enlightenment (1648-1789) was really the beginning of the _____________ era as we know it.

What happened after the Reformation?  

What spurred this movement away from religion to secularism?

(1) People were _____________________.  People desired religious neutrality, not warfare.

(2) The Scientific Revolution gave men a new kind of ___________________ in the human intellect to solve the problems of the universe.

(3) René Descartes (1596-1650)

– Descartes changed European (and Western) thinking by making __________ the first principle of philosophy.

– Descartes' question: how can I be ________________ about anything I know?

– Problems

(1) Our senses can be deceived (mirages, etc.).

(2) External reality; what if we're in the Matrix?

– Solution (published in Discourse on Method, published 1650)

– Doubt everything that can possibly be doubted until you find something that can't be doubted.

– The existence of the doubter is the only thing that can't be doubted; to doubt is to think, and to think is to exist → cogito ergo sum, better known as ________________________

– The source of truth, then, is not ____________________ but rather __________.

– The Reformers' first principle was ___________ or the ____________ or Christianity; for Descartes, it is _____________ and your doubt.

Definition of The Enlightenment

the Enlightenment – a self-conscious break with traditional values and authority, producing a new intellectual climate in which reason is enthroned as king (from Dr. Frank A. James III, Reformed Theological Seminary)

Immanuel Kant (philosopher) captures the heart of the Enlightenment mindset: Dare to _____________.

Characteristic Words or Themes of the Enlightenment

(1) autonomy

– a rejection of authority of any kind is at the heart of the Enlightenment

– autonomy comes from Greek words meaning “self-law”

– “let your conscience be your guide”

(2) reason

– the Enlightenment also called the “Age of Reason”

–  “Reason could cast its light into the darkness of superstition and ignorance and bring man into true enlightenment and happiness.”  – James Livingston

– Compare with Genesis 3: “Did God really say?  God did not say...You shall be as gods.”

(3) optimism

– scientific breakthroughs gave them confidence that similar breakthroughs could be achieved in other realms, such as politics, economics, and even religion

– superstition persisted because of Christianity, so we should rationalize Christianity

(4) romantic notion of nature

– the “noble savage” idea: savages were better off because they were free from the corrupting influences of authorities like the Church

– “natural” man is wild and free, like nature; he can do whatever he feels like and whatever he deems right

(5) tolerance

– People were tired of religious battles; “can't we all just __________________?”

– The result: you can believe whatever you want, just don't require me to believe it.

– Religion itself wasn't necessarily the enemy, but intolerance and dogmatism.

– “A belief may be wrong; that's okay.  But it must be tolerated because nobody has absolute certainty that his views are right.”

Notice the profound secularism of these ideas.

Forerunners of the Enlightenment

(1) Sir Isaac Newton (1642-1727)

– wrote his master work Principia Mathematica

– PM was used to demonstrate the abilities of human reason; it fed the sense of optimism and progress

– instead of looking back for wisdom (like the Reformers), the Enlightenment types looked forward

(2) John Locke (1632-1704)

– where Newton looked outward to the physical universe, Locke looked inward to psychology

– argued that human beings enter the world tabula rasa (“___________  _____________”)

– personality and psychology are the products of environment and experiences (which we can control)

– basic assumptions: human nature is changeable and improvable; there is no such thing as original sin

Religious Aspects and Outcomes of the Enlightenment

(1) Deism: the rationalists' religion

(2) Theological Liberalism, Higher Criticism

(3) Pietism and the Moravians: calls for revival, renewal, and biblical faithfulness

Recommended Resources

Reformed Theological Seminary on iTunes U.  Dr. Frank A. James III, “History of Christianity II,” Lectures “The Enlightenment 01” and “The Enlightenment 02.”

