
 

 

 

Part First, Section 1 (excerpts) 

IT has been my intention, for several years past, to publish my thoughts upon religion. I 
am well aware of the difficulties that attend the subject, and from that consideration, had 
reserved it to a more advanced period of life. I intended it to be the last offering I should 
make to my fellow-citizens of all nations, and that at a time when the purity of the motive 
that induced me to it, could not admit of a question, even by those who might disapprove 
the work. 

The circumstance that has now taken place in France of the total abolition of the whole 
national order of priesthood, and of everything appertaining to compulsive systems of 
religion, and compulsive articles of faith, has not only precipitated my intention, but 
rendered a work of this kind exceedingly necessary, lest in the general wreck of 
superstition, of false systems of government, and false theology, we lose sight of 
morality, of humanity, and of the theology that is true. 

As several of my colleagues and others of my fellow-citizens of France have given me 
the example of making 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 
communicates with itself. 

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

I 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. 

But, lest it should be supposed that I believe in 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. 

I 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 I 
know of. My own mind is my own church. 

All national institutions of churches, whether Jewish, Christian or Turkish, appear to me 
no other than human inventions, set up to terrify and enslave mankind, and monopolize 
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 I 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 lying 
has produced in society. When a man has so far corrupted and prostituted the chastity of 
his mind, as to subscribe 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, and in order to qualify himself for that trade, he begins with a 
perjury. Can we conceive any thing more destructive to morality than this? 

Soon after I had published the pamphlet Common Sense, in America, I saw the exceeding 
probability that a revolution in the system of government would 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 until 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 priestcraft would be detected; and man would return to the pure, unmixed and 
unadulterated belief of one God, and no more. 

Every national church or religion has established itself by pretending some special 
mission from God, communicated to certain individuals. The Jews have their Moses; the 
Christians their Jesus Christ, their apostles and saints; and the Turks their Mahomet, as if 
the way to God was not open to every man alike. 

Each of those churches show certain books, which they call revelation, or the word of 
God. The Jews say, that their word of God was given by God to Moses, face to face; the 
Christians say, that their word of God came by divine inspiration: and the Turks say, that 
their word of God (the Koran) was brought by an angel from Heaven. Each of those 
churches accuse the other of unbelief; and for my own part, I disbelieve them all. 

As it is necessary to affix right ideas to words, I will, before I proceed further into the 
subject, offer some other observations on the word revelation. Revelation, when applied 
to religion, means something communicated immediately from God to man. 

No one will deny or dispute the power of the Almighty to make such a communication, if 
he pleases. But admitting, for the sake of a case, that something has been revealed to a 
certain person, and not revealed to any other person, it is revelation to that person only. 
When he tells it to a second person, a second to a third, a third to a fourth, and so on, it 
ceases to be a revelation to all those persons. It is revelation to the first person only, and 
hearsay to every other, and consequently they are not obliged to believe it. 

It is a contradiction in terms and ideas, to call anything a revelation that comes to us at 
second-hand, either verbally or in writing. Revelation is necessarily limited to the first 
communication — after this, it is only an account of something which that person says 



was a revelation made to him; and though he may find himself obliged to believe it, it 
cannot be incumbent on me to believe it in the same manner; for it was not a revelation 
made to me, and I have only his word for it that it was made to him. 

When Moses told the children of Israel that he received the two tables of the 
commandments 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 legislator, could produce himself, without having recourse to 
supernatural intervention.  

When I am told that the Koran was written in Heaven and brought to Mahomet by an 
angel, the account comes too near the same kind of hearsay evidence and second-hand 
authority as the former. I did not see the angel myself, and, therefore, I have a right not to 
believe it. 

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 than their bare 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 said 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. Almost all the extraordinary men that lived under 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 a man to have been celestially begotten; the intercourse of gods with women was 
then a matter of familiar opinion. Their Jupiter, according to their accounts, had 
cohabited with hundreds: the story, therefore, had nothing in it either new, wonderful, or 
obscene; it was conformable to the opinions that then prevailed among the people called 
Gentiles, or Mythologists, 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. 

It is curious to observe how the theory of what is called the Christian church sprung out 
of the tail of the heathen mythology. A direct incorporation took place in the first 
instance, by making the reputed founder to be celestially begotten. The trinity of gods 
that then followed was no other than a reduction of the former plurality, which was about 
twenty or thirty thousand: the statue of Mary succeeded the statue of Diana of Ephesus; 
the deification of heroes changed into the canonization of saints; the Mythologists had 
gods for everything; the Christian Mythologists had saints for everything; the church 
became as crowded with one, as the Pantheon had been with the other, and Rome was the 



place of both. The Christian theory is little else than the idolatry of the ancient 
Mythologists, accommodated to the purposes of power and revenue; and it yet remains to 
reason and philosophy to abolish the amphibious fraud. 

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 amiable 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, and by some of the Greek philosophers, many 
years before; by the Quakers since; and by many good men in all ages, it has not been 
exceeded by any. 

.  .  . 
 

That many good men have believed this strange fable, and lived very good lives under 
that belief (for credulity is not a crime), is what I have no doubt of. In the first place, they 
were educated to believe it, and they would have believed anything else in the same 
manner. There are also many who have been so enthusiastically enraptured by what they 
conceived to be the infinite love of God to man, in making a sacrifice of himself, that the 
vehemence of the idea has forbidden and deterred them from examining into the 
absurdity and profaneness of the story. The more unnatural anything is, the more it is 
capable of becoming the object of dismal admiration. 

But if objects for gratitude and admiration are our desire, do they not present themselves 
every hour to our eyes? Do we not see a fair creation prepared to receive us the instant we 
are born — a world furnished to our hands, that cost us nothing? Is it we that light up the 
sun, that pour down the rain, and fill the earth with abundance? Whether we sleep or 
wake, the vast machinery of the universe still goes on. Are these things, and the blessings 
they indicate in future, nothing to us? Can our gross feelings be excited by no other 
subjects than tragedy and suicide? Or is the gloomy pride of man become so intolerable, 
that nothing can flatter it but a sacrifice of the Creator? 

I know that this bold investigation will alarm many, but it would be paying too great a 
compliment to their credulity to forbear it on their account; the times and the subject 
demand it to be done. The suspicion that the theory of what is called the Christian Church 
is fabulous is becoming very extensive in all countries; and it will be a consolation to 
men staggering under that suspicion, and doubting what to believe and what to 
disbelieve, to see the object freely investigated. I therefore pass on to an examination of 
the books called the Old and New Testament. 

These books, beginning with Genesis and ending with Revelation (which, by the by, is a 
book of riddles that requires a revelation to explain it), are, we are told, the word of God. 
It is, therefore, proper for us to know who told us so, that we may know what credit to 
give to the report. The answer to this question is, that nobody can tell, except that we tell 
one another so. The case, however, historically appears to be as follows: 



When the Church Mythologists established their system, they collected all the writings 
they could find, and managed them as they pleased. It is a matter altogether of 
uncertainty to us whether such of the writings as now appear under the name of the Old 
and New Testament are in the same state in which those collectors say they found them, 
or whether they added, altered, abridged, or dressed them up. 

Be this as it may, they decided by vote which of the books out of the collection they had 
made should be the WORD OF GOD, and which should not. They rejected several; they 
voted others to be doubtful, such as the books called the Apocrypha; and those books 
which had a majority of votes, were voted to be the word of God. Had they voted 
otherwise, all the people, since calling themselves Christians, had believed otherwise — 
for the belief of the one comes from the vote of the other. Who the people were that did 
all this, we know nothing of; they called themselves by the general name of the Church, 
and this is all we know of the matter. 

.  .  . 
 

But some, perhaps, will say: Are we to have no word of God — no revelation? I answer, 
Yes; there is a word of God; there is a revelation. 

THE WORD OF GOD IS THE CREATION WE BEHOLD and it is in this word, which 
no human invention can counterfeit or alter, that God speaketh universally to man. 

Human language is local and changeable, and is therefore incapable of being used as the 
means of unchangeable and universal information. The idea that God sent Jesus Christ to 
publish, as they say, the glad tidings to all nations, from one end of the earth to the other, 
is consistent only with the ignorance of those who knew nothing of the extent of the 
world, and who believed, as those world-saviours believed, and continued to believe for 
several centuries (and that in contradiction to the discoveries of philosophers and the 
experience of navigators), that the earth was flat like a trencher, and that man might walk 
to the end of it. 

But how was Jesus Christ to make anything known to all nations? He could speak but one 
language which was Hebrew, and there are in the world several hundred languages. 
Scarcely any two nations speak the same language, or understand each other; and as to 
translations, every man who knows anything of languages knows that it is impossible to 
translate from one language to another, not only without losing a great part of the 
original, but frequently of mistaking the sense; and besides all this, the art of printing was 
wholly unknown at the time Christ lived. 

It is always necessary that the means that are to accomplish any end be equal to the 
accomplishment of that end, or the end cannot be accomplished. It is in this that the 
difference between finite and infinite power and wisdom discovers itself. Man frequently 
fails in accomplishing his ends, from a natural inability of the power to the purpose, and 
frequently from the want of wisdom to apply power properly. But it is impossible for 



infinite power and wisdom to fail as man faileth. The means it useth are always equal to 
the end; but human language, more especially as there is not an universal language, is 
incapable of being used as an universal means of unchangeable and uniform information, 
and therefore it is not the means that God useth in manifesting himself universally to 
man. 

It is only in the CREATION that all our ideas and conceptions of a word of God can 
unite. The Creation speaketh an universal language, independently of human speech or 
human language, multiplied and various as they may be. It is an ever-existing original, 
which every man can read. It cannot be forged; it cannot be counterfeited; it cannot be 
lost; it cannot be altered; it cannot be suppressed. It does not depend upon the will of man 
whether it shall be published or not; it publishes itself from one end of the earth to the 
other. It preaches to all nations and to all worlds; and this word of God reveals to man all 
that is necessary for man to know of God. 

Do we want to contemplate his power? We see it in the immensity of the Creation. Do we 
want to contemplate his wisdom? We see it in the unchangeable order by which the 
incomprehensible whole is governed! Do we want to contemplate his munificence? We 
see it in the abundance with which he fills the earth. Do we want to contemplate his 
mercy? We see it in his not withholding that abundance even from the unthankful. In 
fine, do we want to know what God is? Search not the book called the Scripture, which 
any human hand might make, but the Scripture called the Creation. 

The only idea man can affix to the name of God is that of a first cause, the cause of all 
things. And incomprehensible and difficult as it is for a man to conceive what a first 
cause is, he arrives at the belief of it from the tenfold greater difficulty of disbelieving it. 
It is difficult beyond description to conceive that space can have no end; but it is more 
difficult to conceive an end. It is difficult beyond the power of man to conceive an eternal 
duration of what we call time; but it is more impossible to conceive a time when there 
shall be no time. 

In like manner of reasoning, everything we behold carries in itself the internal evidence 
that it did not make itself Every man is an evidence to himself that he did not make 
himself; neither could his father make himself, nor his grandfather, nor any of his race; 
neither could any tree, plant, or animal make itself; and it is the conviction arising from 
this evidence that carries us on, as it were, by necessity to the belief of a first cause 
eternally existing, of a nature totally different to any material existence we know of, and 
by the power of which all things exist; and this first cause man calls God. 

It is only by the exercise of reason that man can discover God. Take away that reason, 
and he would be incapable of understanding anything; and, in this case, it would be just 
as consistent to read even the book called the Bible to a horse as to a man. How, then, is 
it that those people pretend to reject reason? 

.  .  . 
 



Having now extended the subject to a greater length than I first intended, I shall bring it 
to a close by abstracting a summary from the whole. 

First — That the idea or belief of a word of God existing in print, or in writing, or in 
speech, is inconsistent in itself for reasons already assigned. These reasons, among many 
others, are the want of a universal language; the mutability of language; the errors to 
which translations are subject: the possibility of totally suppressing such a word; the 
probability of altering it, or of fabricating the whole, and imposing it upon the world. 

Secondly — That the Creation we behold is the real and ever-existing word of God, in 
which we cannot be deceived. It proclaims his power, it demonstrates his wisdom, it 
manifests his goodness and beneficence. 

Thirdly — That the moral duty of man consists in imitating the moral goodness and 
beneficence of God, manifested in the creation toward all his creatures. That seeing, as 
we daily do, the goodness of God to all men, it is an example calling upon all men to 
practise the same toward each other; and, consequently, that everything of persecution 
and revenge between man and man, and everything of cruelty to animals, is a violation of 
moral duty. 

I trouble not myself about the manner of future existence. I content myself with 
believing, even to positive conviction, that the Power that gave me existence is able to 
continue it, in any form and manner he pleases, either with or without this body; and it 
appears more probable to me that I shall continue to exist hereafter, than that I should 
have had existence, as I now have, before that existence began. 

It is certain that, in one point, all the nations of the earth and all religions agree — all 
believe in a God; the things in which they disagree, are the redundancies annexed to that 
belief; and, therefore, if ever a universal religion should prevail, it will not be by 
believing anything new, but in getting rid of redundancies, and believing as man believed 
at first. Adam, if ever there were such a man, was created a Deist; but in the meantime, 
let every man follow, as he has a right to do, the religion and the worship he prefers. 
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