The Age of Reason: Deism
Thomas Paine

Many Enlightenment thinkers were strongly opposed to tradiienal religious institutions and
ideas. Yet only a few went so far as to profess atheism. More typical was some form of deism, a
belief in a God who created a rationa, universe with nu.aral laws but who ne longer intervened
in the course of cvents. A good example of this belief is found in the following excerpt from
Thomas Paine’s Age of Reason (1794). Paine (17371809} was an unusually international person.
Born in England, he became an American patriot and later  member of the Franch Convention
(1792-1793). His most famous works are Common Sense and The Rights of Man, in both of
which he justifies revolution. In The Age of Reason Paine pleces himself within the tradition of
Enlightenment thought and summarizes his religious views.

Consider: Wiy Paing is so opposed to traditional religious institutions; hotw this opposi-
tion is consistent with other Enlightenment thought; how a sincere, sophisticated mamber
of the Catholic Cluerch might have responded to this.

As several of my colleagues, and others of my fellow-citizens of France, have given me
the example of maldng their voluntary and individual profession of faith, I also will make
mine; and I do this with all that sincerity and frankness with which the mind of man com-
municates w .selfl

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

I believe the equality of man, and 1 believe that religious duties consist in doing jus-
tice, loving merey, and endeavouring to maake owr fellow-creatures happy.

But, lest it should be supposed that | 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
nat believing thern.

[ do not believe in the creed professed by the Jewish church, by the Roman church,
by the Greek church, by the Turldsh church, by the Protestant church, nor by any church
that I kmow of. My own mind is my own church.

All national institutions of churches, whether Jewish, Christian, or Turkish, 2ppear to
me no other than human inventions set up to terrify and enslave mankind, 2nd monopo-
lize power and profit.

I do not mean by this declaration to condemn those who believe otherwise; they have
the same right to their belief as [ have to mine. But it is necessary to the happiness of
man, that he be mentally faithful to himself. Infidelity does not consist in believing, or in
disbelieving; it consists in professing to believe what he does not believe.

It is impossible to calculate the moral mischief, if I may so express it, that mental ly-
ing has Produced in society. When a man has so far corrupted and prostituted the
chastity of his mind, as to subseribe his professional belief to things he does not believe,
he has prepared himself for the commission of every other crime. He takes up the trade
of a priest for the sake of gain, av 1, in order to qualify himself for that trade, he begins
with a perjury. Can we conceive anything more destructive to morality than this?

Soon after I had published the pamphlet Common Sense, in America, I saw the ex-
ceeding probability that a revolution in the system of government woulid be followed by
a revolution in the system of religion. The adulterous connection of church and state,
wherever it had taken place, whether Jewish, Christian, or Turkish, had so effectually
prohibited, by pains and penalties, every discussion upon established creeds, and upon
first principles of religion, that untl the system of government should be changed, those
subjects could not be brought fairly and openly before the world; but that whenever this
should be done, a revolution in the system of religion would follow. Human inventions
and priest-craft would be detected; and man would return to the pure, unmixed, and
unadulterated belief of one God, and no more.



