BIBLIOTHEK

UNIVERSITATS-
PADERBORN

The Works Of the late Right Honorable Henry St. John,

Lord Viscount Bolingbroke

In Five Volumes, complete.

Bolingbroke, Henry St. John
London, 1754

XXVIII.

urn:nbn:de:hbz:466:1-60777

Visual \\Llibrary


https://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:hbz:466:1-60777

of ESSAYS. 233

¢ cuum ct inane”’, I know not, nor is it worth our while to
guefs. Thus much is plain, the confequence of refining in
matters of religion, beyond the obvious ditates of nature and
reafon, has been fuperftition, and enthufiafm, or atheifm,
not reformation of manners in China.

XXVIIIL.

F we return  now to thofe countries, with which we are

better acquainted, we fhall find in them much the fame
courfe of things. We fhall find, indeed, natural religion no
where eftablifhed in it’s full extent and purity, as it {eems to
have been once in China. Some firft principles of it were
known and pradifed by people the leaft civilifed, as JusTin®
reprefents them to have been by the Scythians. No people
were wholly ignorant of them, no fort of government could
{fubfift without them. But then, as their light {hone dimly,
among thefle half favages, thro the clouds of a {uperftition I
fome where called natural, and not improperly, we fhall find
this light actually obfcured, and put out, in great part, among
the moft civilifed and learned nations. Inftead of difpelling
thefe clouds, and improving natural religion, they had in-
creafed by fantaftic knowledge vwhat ignorance had begun,
and we trace the fame ill confequences of pretended revela-
tions, and artificial theology, on this fide the Ganges, as we
have traced, on the other, the abominable confequences which
have followed eftablithments made on the ruins of natural
religion.

IT is true that the heathen philofophers were unable to
propagate natural religion, and to reform the manners of
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men effeGually. But it is not true that they were fo for the
reafons Crarxe gives, which have been thewn, I think, tobe
tutile and infufficient. They were {o for another reafon prin-
cipally, which has been touched, and requires to be more
fully developed. The reafon is, that they proceeded, in the
doctor’s own method, to lay the firft principles of all religion,
and to reafon from them:

Tre do&or, whom I cite {o often, becaufe his book is the
Taft T have red on this fubject, and has been received with the
greateft applaufe, repeats over and over, and very domatical-
ly, fuch maxims as thefe, ¢ that goodnefs, and juftice, and
¢ all the moral attributes are the fame in God, as they are in
¢ our ideas; that the relations, refpects; and proportions of
“ things are juft fuch as they appear to be to our underftand-
¢ ings that from hence there refults a rule, which is the nature
¢ and reafon of things; that this rule is common to God and
man; that it'is the law of all his actions, in the government
of the world; and that, as it always determines his will, it
thould always determine ours”. From this affumed
knowledge of the divine attributes; and of the abftra@ nature
and reafon of things, the moft extravagant opinions concern-
ing the will of God, and the moft audacious judgements on
the conduc& and difpenfations of his providence, have been
deduced. How fhould it be otherwife?* They who- reafon
“ 3 pofteriori” from the conflitution' of the human {yftem,
and from the works of God, have indeed a'rule to go by,
precife; invariable; certain. But they who reafon ¢ 4 priori”’
from the moral attributes of God, and from the abftra& na-
ture and reafon of things, have no fuch. rule, Theifts will
concur in aferibing all poflible perfections to the Supreme
Being, but they will always differ when they defcend into an
detail, and prefume to be particular about-them, as they al-
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ways have diftered in their notions of thefe perfections, and
confequently in the application of them. I have faid, 1 be-
lieve, already, and I fhall not recal what is faid, agreeably to
univerfal and conftant experience, that the eternal reafon of
things, founded in the confideration of their abftra& nature is,
for the moft part, as we fee it employed by believers and infi-
dels, by the othordox and the heterdox, nothing better than the
reafon of party, of prejudice, of fyftem, and of profeffion.  Yet
this is themethod which fome men preferibe, and which Cr ark *
declares to be, of all others, the beft and cleareft, the certaineft
and moft univerfal that the light of nature affords to difcover
the will of God in matters of morality, and to account for the
difpenfations and condu of his providence. 'This author
goes cven further, and the other method is ftyled by him+, a
collateral confideration which may come in aid of the former,
nothing more. This other method, however, extends as far as
human wants require, and human knowledge can reach.
Where it does not extend, the want is imaginary, and the
knowledge fantaftic; and if philofophers and divines had
aimed at eftablithing the belief of a Supreme Being, and the
duties of natural religion alone, they might, and they would
have been contented with it,

But they meaned fomething more. They aimed at fupe-
riority and fame, at power and riches. He who had never
prefumed to define the moral attributes of an all-perfe&
Being, who contented himfelf to know that fuch a being ex-
ifted by the neceflity of his nature, and that his wifdom and
power are infinite; he who had never troubled himfelf about
eternal refpeds, relations, and proportions of things, and col-
lected the will, as he collected the exiftence of this Being  a

* Evid, p. 119. + ib,
Hho2 “ po-
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¢ pofteriori;” he, I fay, knew as much of God, and of his
duty to God and man, as natural religion required that he
thould know. But it was for the intereft of philofophers and
_priefts, that men fhould think there was much more to be
known; and if thofe of Egypt had taught nothing more than
natural theology, inftead of theurgic magic, nothing more
than the plain duties of religion, inftead of myfterious rites;
it is highly probable the MercuriEs would not have been ho-
nored, as they were, in all fucceeding ages, nor the clerg

have poflefled a third part of the whole revenue of the king-
dom.

SucH as have been mentioned were the principles on which
artificial theology arofe among the heathens, and as the prin-
ciples were laid neither in reafon nor truth, which are always
one, it is no wonder that this theology became as various as
error could make it. Some of the motives to invent and em-
brace it, were fuch likewife as have been mentioned. I fay,
fome; becaufe we may well conceive that when principles,
not only falfe, but vague like thefe, had been once adopted
by the delirium of metaphyfics, the enthufiafm of fuperfti-
tion, or the prejudices of ignorance, the men who had been
accuftomed to reafon upon them, and to take for true every
thing that ufe had made familiar, might run into the greateft
abfurdities, fometimes without having any bad motive, nay
with a pious intention of promoting true religion, and of at-
taching men to’it, by a greater authority, and by greater
hopes and fears. This might be the cafe of many, as we
{hall eafily believe, if we confider what has paffed inlater days.
But however it was brought about, art took every where the
place of nature, and faith of reafon. Artificial theology fpread
far and wide; philofophers taught it; lawgivers eftablifhed it;
priefts improved it: here it was employed to enforce, there
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it was {ubftituted to natural religion: the main principles of
it, and even particular opinions, and local inftitutions have
been varioufly mingled in different f{yftems, and are to be dif-
cerned in them even now.  This has happened naturally, and
almoft neceflarily.  All thefe fyftems lean on certain primi-
tive notions, which the human mind is {o prone to frame or to
receive. 'The fame affections and paffions maintain them,
work upon them, and dire@ them in different imaginations.
The matter is the fame, the form alone is changed.

XXIX.

MONG many doétrines that were taught by thofe who
A pretended to explain the whole fcheme, and order of
divine oeconomy with refpe& to man, that of rewards and
punithments in a future ftate was one. It began to be taught
long before we have any light into antiquity, and when we
begin to havesany, we find it eftablithed. How powerful is the
defire of continuing to exift? How predominant is the pride of
the human heart? Nothing feems more natural to man, than
to wifh to live without reftraint or fear, and yet how ready
was the multitude, in the pagan world, to embrace the hope of
immortality, tho it was accompanied with the fear of damna-
tion? Like the elementary people of the cabalifts*, one may
think, they would have chofen to be damned eternally, rather
than to ceafe to exift. But every one was flattered by a fyftem
that raifed him, in imagination, above corporeal nature, as
every onc was at liberty to flatter himfelf further, that he
fhould pafs this immortality in the fellowthip of the gods,  in
“ contubernio deorum.”

* Vid. Borrr’s Letters,
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