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HISTORY OF THE CHURCH   1700-1900 

LESSON IX:    THE FRENCH REVOLUTION AND MODERNISM 

 

IMPORTANT FACTORS LEADING TO THE REVOLUTION 

 

NATIONALISM movement prior to the Renaissance found its home in France in 1789 

HUMANISM of Renaissance paved the way for the ENLIGHTENMENT of  1700's: 

Many believed that scientific advancement should replace religious belief in God 

They believed that human nature alone, without God would lead to an ideal society 

Many in the Enlightenment that believed in God, thought of Him as a detached God, not 

a God concerned with each of us as an individual (Personal God) 

From those antagonistic toward God and His Church, ANTICLERICALISM (hostility 

toward  the Church and members of the Clergy) was born 

 

Another movement, besides ENLIGHTENMENT, was called GALLICALISM  

It insisted on fidelity to the National Church over and above Rome 

 

In 1789, France  was divided into 3 States: 

1st      Clergy 

2nd     Nobility 

3d      Commoners, including merchants and professionals 

 

July, 1789 triggered the French Revolution when 1200 delegates of the 3 States met to 

ask Louis XVI to solve a financial crisis causing severe hunger. Once there, the 600 

commoners decided on a more radical solution. They voted to abolish the Tax-exempt 

status enjoyed by the Clergy and the Nobility 

When the king disagreed and locked them out of the assembly, they called themselves the 

NATIONAL ASSEMBLY and declared the monarch would no longer be autonomous, 

but would have to share his power with the elected representatives of the nation. Of 

course, the king took that as an act of insurrection 

As Louis XVI prepared to use military force against the Assembly, they rallied the people 

of Paris and stormed an Armory-Prison called Bastille, releasing the prisoners and 

securing its arms (July 14,1789) 

The Assembly then formed an army called the National Guard 

General uprising throughout France transferred power from the king to the people 

 

EFFECT OF THE REVOLUTION ON THE CHURCH 

 

The French Church came under the control of the National Assembly 

Clergy were given an oath to sign. It indicated their allegiance to France, not Rome 

On March 10, 1791 Pope Pius VI forbade all clergy from signing the oath 

This forced clergy to choose the Constitutional Church or the Nonjuring (no oath) Church  

The Nonjuring Church was persecuted and sent into exile under death threat upon return 

Many chose to stay and administer Sacraments secretly. 1000's martyred. 
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REIGN OF TERROR AND DECHRISTIANIZATION    1792-1794 

 

Fear of foreign invasion to reinstate the Monarchy led the Assembly to establish a 12 

member group with broad powers called the COMMITTEE FOR PUBLIC SAFETY 

Their rule was so savage, it was called  THE REIGN OF TERROR 

 

Louis XVI was executed on Jan 21, 1793 (declared an enemy of the state) 

~40,000 killed, 1600 by guillotine, including Queen Marie Antoinette on Oct 16, 1793 

At least 15% or ~6000 of those killed were nobles and clergy 

Simultaneously, the Committee moved to remove all traces of Christianity (Catholicism) 

from France 

Churches were called Temples of Reason (They sacrificed to Liberty and Nature) 

Saints names were replaced with revolutionary names 

Remaining clergy were strongly "encouraged " to marry and leave the Priesthood 

~20,000 priests left the Priesthood, most of which had signed the oath 

The Christian calendar was replaced with a secular one; dated from  origin of Republic 

However, most French were unwilling to leave the Faith, so the terror ended by 1795 

The Church then made a vigorous comeback 

It's worth noting that Napoleon exported the Revolution from 1799 until 1815 when the 

British defeated him at Waterloo 

 

EFFECTS OF THE FRENCH REVOLUTION IN FRANCE AND ABROAD 

 

Established for good the power of the National State, including some control of Clergy  

Helped modernize the military with introduction of Conscription (mandatory service) 

Accelerated the demise of monarchies throughout the world, so democracies flourished 

Encouraged independence of Colonies from European Powers, but simultaneously 

influenced extreme Anticlericalism in those colonies 

In Mexico, for example, anticlerical laws of independence eventually led to severe 

persecution and many martyrs of the Church in the Cristero War of the 1920's 

The same happened in Spain during the Civil War of the 1930's 

Radical dechristianization and idealized belief in Human Nature, led to secular utopias 

like Marxism, Communism and Nazism. (Idea being that God can be replaced with 

humanistic ideals) 

Those ideals, coupled with Extreme Nationalism had disastrous effects, leading to  

World War I and World War II. Only then did we realize that that humanity without God  

leads nowhere fast. Of course there are many who still hold to the atheistic belief that 

God is nonexistent. Some are peaceful and some are hostile to the Faith and other 

religions. Sadly, secularism in on the increase throughout the world 

Since the French Revolution, Radical Atheism in its many forms has shown itself as a 

serious threat to the Faith. We have France (1800's), Russia, Mexico, Spain and Germany  

in the 20th Century to remind us. 


